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Few groups evoke more public 
passion and support than America’s 
military veterans. But the com-

mitment members of the military 
and their families make to serve 
their country sometimes comes with 
a physical and psychological cost. 
Wisconsin communities are working to 
build their capacity to better support 
the needs of the state’s veterans, and 
University of Wisconsin-Extension edu-
cators are playing an important role.

What UW-Extension  
is doing
In Waupaca County, UW-Extension 
educators collaborated with the local 
Veterans Services office, counselors, 
suicide prevention professionals and 
others to conduct an educational 
summit on the effects of PTSD on 
veterans and their families in October 
2015. The summit also examined the 
criminal justice system response to the 
issue of veterans and PTSD. 

Waupaca County has a higher number 
of veterans (10%) than the rest of the 
U.S. (7.3%), and the need for services 
for more than 5,000 community 
veterans is great. 

The summit organizers’ goal was to 
give service providers who come into 
contact with veterans most often—
human services, mental health, health 
care, police, non-profits and the justice 
system—an opportunity to network 
and increase their knowledge and 
awareness of working with veterans in 
crisis. 

The rural event attracted around 40 
participants, all of whom work with 
veterans. In spite of their shared inter-
est in helping veterans, many met at 
the summit for the first time. 

A representative from the Wisconsin 
Veterans Home-King (WVH-King) 
attended the summit, and as a result, 
asked Extension educators for their 
help in planning another educational 
event—the Mental Health Awareness 
Summit in January 2016. Because of 
WVH-King’s connections and contacts 
across the state, around 100 people 
attended. At the conclusion of the 
event, WVH-King public relations direc-
tor Amber Nikolai said: “Collaboration 
with UW-Extension has opened up so 
many great opportunities to reach 
and educate various professions and 
community stakeholders. The resources 
UW-Extension provided and is able to 
provide open up so many opportunities 
to reach more people, give access to 
better processes and technology…This 
partnership has me so excited for what 
we can do to bring much needed educa-
tion to community stakeholders that 
ultimately can impact people’s lives in a 
positive way.”

In Winnebago and Outagamie coun-
ties, UW-Extension partnered with 
Lutheran Social Services and the East 
Central Regional Planning Commission 
(ECWRPC) on Making the Ride Happen. 
This initiative aimed to expand trans-
portation options for veterans and 
the elderly in rural areas, as well as for 
workers who commute to their jobs. 

Connecting community 
resources for Wisconsin’s 
military veterans

Forces exist that positively 

impact productivity, 

effectively multiplying 

it…The UW-Extension 

office in Waupaca County 

is a government and 

small business force 

multiplier…
—Jesse P. Cuff, Waupaca County  

Veterans Service Office



The UW-Extension educator worked 
with partner agencies to learn about 
a business model that would not only 
meet current needs, but also provide 
a framework for meeting the needs 
of the future. She conducted pilot 
studies in the towns of Winneconne 
and Hortonville, culminating in survey 
results that informed the budgeting 
and business planning. Project orga-
nizers used the information gained to 
submit their federal grant application 
for increased transportation funding. 

The UW-Extension educator also 
conducted sessions designed to 
bring more collaborators together to 
develop a shared vision and plan for 
rural transportation in the county. 

In Lincoln County, several veterans’ 
assistance groups with limited resourc-
es joined forces to develop a new facil-
ity with the goal of providing compre-
hensive services to veterans and their 
families. After receiving a land dona-
tion from the county’s largest employ-
er (Church Mutual Insurance) to build 
the facility, the group approached 
the Lincoln County UW-Extension 
educator to help develop core values, 
mission and vision statements. The 
information that resulted from those 
meetings is being used in the group’s 
marketing and fundraising materials.

Outcomes
UW-Extension educators in Waupaca 
County gained important feedback 
from both the PTSD Awareness and 
Criminal Justice Response to Veterans 
in Crisis Summit and the WVH-King 
Mental Health Awareness conference.

More than half of the participants at 
the October 2015 summit responded 
to a survey.

• 61% reported being more 
knowledgeable about the effects of 
PTSD after the workshop.

• 52% felt more prepared to work with 
veteran-related issues.

At the WVH-King Mental Health 
Awareness event, more than 60% of 
attendees completed an evaluation.

• 100% reported the workshop 
fulfilled their reasons for attending.

• 95% reported being more 
knowledgeable about veterans’ 
mental health overall.

• 91% felt more prepared to work with 
veteran-related issues.

In both events, participants identified 
the top needs for those working with 
veterans as:

• More educational opportunities.

• More opportunities for networking.

In Winnebago County’s Making the 
Ride Happen, the surveys and business 
planning guided by the UW-Extension 
educator resulted in:

• Reaching a wider community 
audience of veterans and town and 
village members.

• New volunteer drivers.

• Donation of a van for the pilot 
project.

• $5,000 contribution from the 
Women’s Fund.

• County board support for the MRH 
grant request.

• Greater understanding of the 
business model to support 
expanded services for rural areas.

• Formation of three new committees 
to move big ideas forward in 
Winnebago County, including the 
goal of helping to connect people 
with their jobs.

UW-Extension is continuing to provide 
leadership in coordinated collabora-
tions that are enhancing the lives of 
Wisconsin’s military veterans and their 
families. 
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To learn more contact:

Jessica Beckendorf, Community 
Resource Development Educator 
UW-Extension Waupaca County 
715-258-6230 
jessica.beckendorf@ces.uwex.edu

Catherine Neiswender, Interim CNRED 
Associate Program Director 
608-262-1748 
catherine.neiswender@ces.uwex.edu

Art Lersch, Community Resource 
Development Educator 
UW-Extension Lincoln County 
715-539-1072 
arthur.lersch@ces.uwex.edu
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