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“Because of (Wyakin
Warriors Foundation’s)
support, | was able to
put my boots back

on and go to class.”

— James Nealey
Blind 28-year-old veteran from Nampa who
suffers fiom o hereditary degenerative disease
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NAMPA — James Donaldson was driv-
ing a Humvee in Iraq July 15, 2005, when
an improviscd explosive tore through his
vehicte. Donaldson lost both his legs in the
attack and spent the next yearand a halfin
the hospital.

Now the 27-year-old irom Caldwell studies
information security and digital lorensics at the
College of Western Idaho and plans to transfer to
Boise State Eniversity this summer.

But Donaldson's transition from battlefield to
classroom has not been easy.
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Though he has learned to
accept the stares ofhis fellow
students — and make them
feel at ease by joking about
his injuries — Donaldson
struggles with anxiety. He's
nervous in large crowds and
tries to keep his back to the
wall in class; he hasn't had a
good night's sleep since he
returned home.

Donaldson was recently
accepted into the Wyakin
Warriors Foundation, a
non-profit organization that
helps injured veterans at-
tend college and find jobs
— while providing a support
network of mentor veterans.

“It's really nice to have
somebody who knows what
we're going through,” Don-
aldson said.

Roy Ledesma, program
director for the Wyakin War-
riors Foundation, explained
that veterans like Donald-
son face more challenges
that traditional college stu-
dents — and the govern-
ment doesn'’t always provide
the help they need. Many
have physical and emotional
scars sustained from battle,
and they often find it diffi-
cult to function outside the
h}ghly structured military
life.

“The support network is
designed to be more like a
military chain of command.
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Roy Ledesma is the program director for the Wyakin Warrior Foundation. The program is to help veterans with

severe disabilities return to college.

It puts them in their com-
fort zone and helps with the
transition,” Ledesma said.
James Nealey, a 28-year-
old Army veteran from
Nampa who beganlosinghis
sight after returning from
Iraq, was one of the first five
veterans inducted into the
Wyakin Warriors program
August 2011. An upbeat
man who plans to pursue a
master’s degree in business,
Nealey said he sometimes
struggles emotionally.
Earlier this week, he had
an especially bad day — and
several mentors called him
and gave him a pep talk.

“I had a mental stress
breakdown. Because of their
support, I was able to put
my boots back on and go to
class,” Nealey said.

Tom Byrns, a former
Army Major who served
as a tank company com-
mander in Iraq, directs the
scholarships and education
program for the Wyakin
Warriors Foundation, Byrns
has personally suffered post-
traumatic stress disorder
and severe depression from
his battle experiences —and
he understands the needs of
the studerit veterans.

“We all have our personal

demons. It's important to
identify those things that
trigger potential issues,” he
said.

Byins noted that while
veterans face challenges,
they also have a lot to offer.
They tend to be disciplined
and hardworking, and un-
like traditional students,
they have experience out-
side of the academic envi-
ronment.

“They bring diversity,
they bring life experience,
and they bring a perspec-
tive on what's important
and what'’s not important,”
he said.
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