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Abstract


Those with a disability have been a marginalized population for centuries, and only recently have changes been made to improve accessibility and self-determination to all members of society. Thanks to life-saving medicine in combat, veterans are surviving wartime trauma and live relatively full and fulfilling lives, but their return to civilian life may be difficult with a new disability. Focusing on the strengths of the returned soldiers, some organizations, such as AmpSurf are helping veterans with disabilities find new ways to enrich their lives, and continue living.

Community/Population/Background Descriptions

Community Defined:


In 2003, Dana Cummings co-founded the Association of Amputee Surfers, also known as AmpSurf, to help teach those with disabilities how to surf (Clarke, 2010). Seventy percent of the population served by AmpSurf is disabled veterans with disabilities such as loss of limbs, blindness, spinal-cord injury, autism and post-traumatic stress disorder (Clarke, 2010). According to a U.S. Census Bureau report, there were 5.5 million veterans with disabilities in 2008  (2009). 

These veterans build a community based upon a shared ability status, but their community is worldwide, transcending race, sex, sexuality, religion, status, and nationality. Disabled veterans make up a community because most identify themselves as veterans and as disabled (Community Needs & Tasks, 2010). Members and students of AmpSurf meet once a month to learn to surf (Clarke, 2010), and there are other groups for veterans and civilians with disabilities to enhance interaction between members of the community (Community Needs & Tasks, 2010). The community has permeable boundaries between itself and other social systems, and within it’s own community (Community Needs & Tasks, 2010).

Marginalized Population Description:


When one thinks of a minority group, he or she may think that the largest minority group is African-Americans, or Hispanic Americans, but the largest minority group is actually individuals with disabilities (Vacc,  DeVaney, & Brendel, 2003). Over Two-thirds of individuals with disabilities are under the age of sixty-five, and 29% of all families in the United States include a member with a disability (Vacc, DeVaney, & Brendel, 2003). The majority of these individuals are not disabled veterans, but veterans with disabilities are included in these statistics. 


Veterans with a disability come from all walks of life, all ethnicities, and all socio-economic statuses. The intersectionality of their ability status, social status, race, gender, and age can combine to create a “double jeopardy”, or even “triple jeopardy” where his or her ability status and other sets of identity intersect and cause more discrimination for an individual (Marsiglia & Kulis, 2009). Marsiglia and Kulis write in Diversity, Oppression, and Change: 

Many of the problems of the mentally ill and physically disabled arise primarily from an ideology of ableism that discriminates against and stigmatizes them… People may respond to this stigma by treating people with disabilities like helpless and dependent children in need of guidance, avoiding or [acting] condescending to them, reacting to them with fear, or being reluctant to view them as having an equal claim to society’s resources (2009, p. 52).

According to a report by Frain, Bethel, and Bishop, those injured in active duty are more likely to be female, Black, or between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four (2010). Forty-seven percent of active duty enlisted force is between the ages of 17 and 24, and there is a reported 12-24% of women military personal in combat areas (Frain, Bethel, & Bishop, 2010). There is also a higher concentration, as compared with civilian workforce, of Black individuals in the military, with a lower concentration of White, Hispanic, and Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders (Frain, Bethel,  & Bishop, 2010).

Social Problem/Issue Explanation:


Dana Cummings started AmpSurf after he found freedom and autonomy in surfing (Clarke, 2010). He wanted to help others feel that same freedom to “move on and just be active and live full lives”—for free (Clarke, 2010). For many years, individuals in communities and doctors have treated individuals with disabilities as persons to fear and treat inhumanely, and Dana Cummings’ purpose for AmpSurf is to empower and enhance the self-determination of those who come to his clinics (Clarke, 2010). 

Prior to the 1960’s, those with developmental disabilities were institutionalized and had medical care performed on them (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). They were not treated as individuals who could make their own decisions, nor were they empowered to live life to the fullest (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). 

The 1970’s saw a change in how individuals were treated. No longer were they institutionalized, but families and small group settings cared for those with a disability (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). Normalcy was sought for the person who was previously institutionalized because of a disability (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). Emphasis was placed on the environment in which an individual lived, and not their diagnosis (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). 

In 1990, doctors began to treat their clients as consumers of health care (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). Doctors began to use choice to help individuals become empowered and self-determined, and who had a choice in the health care they received (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). 


Though we have come far, there is still discrimination against those with disabilities. Until a few weeks ago, legislation used the word retarded in describing individuals with learning and physical disabilities, and it’s not always easy for those with disabilities to get a job. It is estimated that only 26 percent of those with severe disabilities are employed, while an individual without a disability is hired 82 percent of the time (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2002). The same is true for veterans with disabilities. It can be difficult for disabled veterans to find civilian employment, but Chapter 31 for Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment VetSuccess helps veterans with disabilities find and keep suitable jobs (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2010).

Community Theory Application


The community theory that best suits this community is the Empowerment Theory (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). For so many years the focus for the disabled community has been on what they cannot do, as opposed to what they can do. Those within an outside the community are now focusing on the strengths of the differently abled. Dana Cummings has focused on the fact that though most have difficulties walking, with the proper tools and equipment, even those who have lost both legs can find a way to surf. One aspect of the empowerment theory states that “you can never fully realize how far a community can grow and improve” (Kirst-Ashman, 2008). One example from the AmpSurf community is that of Anthony Davis, a veteran who was paralyzed from the waist down in a car accident (Clarke, 2010).  Doctors told Davis that he would never walk again, and after receiving rehabilitation with AmpSurf, he was able to get out of his wheelchair and walk (Clarke, 2010).

Community Strengths

One of the biggest strengths for members of this community is that individuals and organizations are incredibly resilient. Resiliency is the ability to bounce back from a traumatic or difficult experience and move on with life in a productive way (Marsiglia & Kulis, 2009). Individuals with disabilities make the choice to be resilient and move on with their lives while helping others in the same situation, such as creating organizations like AmpSurf. 

It is difficult to imply that because those who have a disability are resilient they have attempted to change their status as someone with a disability. For most cases, disability is permanent, but the way the individuals think about themselves can be changed and made positive through narrative and individual stories. 

Several resources have been identified in this paper, and there are several more that help veterans with disabilities. Military hospitals are dedicated to making veterans well again, so they are able to move on with their lives after becoming disabled. The Department of Veteran’s Affairs helps veterans with disabilities in finding a stable and well paying job that they can do even with a disability, and AmpSurf provides a non-conventional physical rehabilitation and mental rehabilitation for veterans who were injured during or after duty. 
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Code of Ethics and Social Work Interventions

A Social Worker might be involved in working with veterans with disabilities, other than for personal reasons, because of guidelines from the NASW Code of Ethics. The Social Worker might get involved to promote the welfare of the community. In section 6.01 of the Code of Ethics, it states a Social Worker “should promote the general welfare of society, from local to global levels, and the development of people, their communities and their environments” (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2010). Social workers who are involved in working with veterans with disabilities, they will “advocate for living conditions conductive to the fulfillment of basic human needs” (NASW, 2010). Those with disabilities should have the same opportunities as those who are physically able.


Additionally, in section 6.04.A a Social Worker must work to engage in social and political action to ensure that all people have access to resources equally, such as employment, opportunities and services needed to fully develop and meet their own needs (NASW, 2010). Those with physical and mental disabilities do not have an equal share of resources and jobs that one without a disability might have. 


To intervene at a micro level, a Social Worker might help improve job skills in a veteran with a disability, and help the veteran network to find a suitable job. A mezzo level intervention could include helping improve accessibility in the workplace to help a veteran continue working. A macro level intervention could include advocating for improving accessibility to businesses and schools in the community. 
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