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	PREREQUISITE TRAINING
	Prior to this training, the trainees should have demonstrated proficiency in basic development skills or should have completed the VSR Curriculum Training for the Pre-Determination Team at http://cptraining.vba.va.gov/C&P_Training/vsr/VSR_curriculum.htm.  

Trainees should also complete all 100 level courses and ADC 200 – Claims for Increase.  



	PURPOSE OF LESSON 


	The purpose of this lesson is to teach trainees the principles of service connection as they relate to VA’s duty to assist requirements mandated under the Veterans Claims Assistance Act of 2000.  The module will teach the trainee: 

· How to identify and develop claims for service connection

· How to determine when and how to order a VA examination

· How to review examinations for rating adequacy

· How to determine if a claim for service connection is ready for a decision



	TIME REQUIRED
	8 hours 



	INSTRUCTIONAL METHOD


	Lecture, participatory discussion, practical exercises, and shared feedback.

	MATERIALS/ TRAINING AIDS
	· Classroom with writing surface that will allow for group discussion and group interaction.

· Large writing surface (easel pad, chalkboard, or dry erase board) with appropriate writing tools and computer with projection equipment and PowerPoint software.

· Sample cases selected by instructor and mentors to be used as discussion aids and homework assignments.

· Instructor Guide, Student Guide and Handbook, and Mentor Guide.

· Copies of sanitized Rating Decisions covering issues for direct service connection and aggravation.

· Computer access since searches are required for medical conditions as well as accessing VA Exam worksheets and CFRs)



	INSTRUCTOR PREPARATION
	Each trainee will have a copy of the Student Handbook that they are to bring to each class.  Direct the trainees to review the Tip Sheets section before attending class and to focus on specific aspects that pertain to the lesson being taught.

Each trainee will be supplied with a copy of the Student Guide from the instructor.

Instructor will forward references to trainees at least one day prior to lesson.  The trainees will be expected to review this material prior to the lesson.

Instructor will forward a copy of the Student Guide and Mentor Guide to the mentors one day prior to the lesson.  The mentor will be expected to review this material prior to the lesson.  The mentor should provide you the specific time and place for the mentoring workshop which will follow this lesson.

Instructor should direct trainees to complete self-evaluation form available on-line prior to attending class.

Instructor should work the exercises before class to ensure that they are prepared to assist the trainees if they need help in completing the exercises.  The instructor should also be familiar with information found in the Student Handbook as many lessons will direct the instructor to review information found in the Student Handbook with the trainees.

Critical:  Be sure to allow the trainees adequate time to complete the review exercises and to discuss their findings with the instructor and their peers.  In addition, the instructor should allow adequate time for the trainee/mentor case review.



	INTRODUCTION


	Introduce yourself and inform trainees of the lesson topic.   The purpose of this lesson is to teach the trainee to:

· Identify and develop claims for direct service connection and aggravation.

· Determine when and how to order a VA examination with a medical opinion.

· Determine if examinations are adequate for rating purposes.

· Determine if a claim for service connection is ready for a decision.



	TOPIC 
OBJECTIVES
	At the end of this lesson the trainee will be able to:

· Understand how the principles of service connection and VA’s duty to assist and duty to notify apply to claims for direct service connection and aggravation.

· Order VA examinations to include some that require medical opinions.

· Review examination reports (VA and non-VA reports) with medical opinions and decide if the examination and/or opinion is sufficient for rating purposes.

· Determine when a claim for service connection is ready for a decision.

	Motivation
	By understanding the principles of direct service connection and aggravation, the trainee will be able to efficiently and independently develop these claims, order VA examinations, review examinations and refer the claims as ready to rate without extensive guidance from RVSRs.



	REFERENCES
	· 38 CFR 3.303

· 38 CFR 3.304

· 38 CFR 3.306

· 38 CFR 3.309(a)

· 38 CFR 3.326

· 38 CFR 3.159

· M21-1MR, Part III, subpart iv, 3.A.9 &14, and M21-1MR, Part III, subpart iv, 3.D.19a-j

· M21-1MR, Part IV, subpart ii, 2.B.3-5
· Fast Letter 04-15

	
	How VCAA Applies to Direct Service Connection and Aggravation



	PART A: The veteran files a claim for service connection for carpal tunnel syndrome of the right hand on October 1, 2005.  He was honorably discharged on March 7, 1985.  Service medical records are not of record, but he identifies treatment at the Long Island VA Medical Center from June 10, 2000, to the present.  He also submits reports from Dr. Jones showing treatment for carpal tunnel syndrome of the right hand on September 2005.

Question: What is your first step?

Answer: Complete the development checklist for compensation benefits, request service medical records, obtain treatment records from the Long Island VA Medical Center for the period June 10, 2000, to the present, and send the veteran a Section 5103 notice that includes a request that the veteran complete and return a signed VA Form 21-4142 for Dr. Jones.

Question: Do you order an examination at this point?

Answer: No.

Question: What do you do when the service medical records are received?

Answer: Review the service medical records to see if the veteran received treatment for or had diagnosis of carpal tunnel syndrome of the right hand.

PART B: Service medical records are received and show diagnosis of carpal tunnel syndrome of the right hand on January 7, 1986.  An EMG confirms the diagnosis and veteran is treated on five separate occasions throughout the remainder of his military service.

Question: Do you order an examination?

Answer: Yes.

Question: What type of examination do you order?

Answer: Peripheral nerves.
Question: What should the remarks say?

Answer: The veteran has filed a claim for service connection for carpal tunnel syndrome of the right hand.  Please provide findings regarding this condition.

PART A:  The veteran filed a claim for service connection for bilateral pes planus on October 1, 2005.  On his application, he indicated that repeated road marches caused his pes planus to worsen while he was in the military.  He served honorably from May 1, 1995, through July 8, 2003.  Service medical records were received with the claim.  After tabbing the service medical records as Tab A, enlistment examination, reveals a diagnosis of bilateral pes planus, asymptomatic.  However, the veteran was treated on several occasions for bilateral pes planus.  Veteran indicates treatment from Dr. Smith for the period July 2003, to the present, and to save time he submits complete records from Dr. Smith showing treatment for bilateral pes planus – Tab B.

Question: What is your first step?

Answer: Complete the development checklist for compensation benefits, and send the veteran a Section 5103 Notice.

Question: Do you order an examination at this point?

Answer:  No.  On claims for service connection based on aggravation requiring a medical opinion, the claims file must be sent and all medical records must be in there for the examiner to review.  You won’t know if you have all the medical records until the veteran responds to the notice and development letter.

Question: When it is time to request the exam, what type of examination do you order?

Answer:  Feet. 

Question: What should the remarks say?

Answer: Advise the trainee that he/she will need to complete the proper medical opinion request worksheet.  The remarks section of the opinion request will need to state the following: Please provide a medical opinion as to whether the veteran’s bilateral pes planus which was asymptomatic on the enlistment examination was worsened beyond the normal progression of the condition by physical exercise to include road marches while on active duty.

PART B:  The examination has been released and printed.  The file is returned to Pre-Determination to determine if it is ready for a decision.

Question: What questions do you have to answer in order to determine if the case is ready to rate?

Answer(s):

· Was the examination conducted and results provided?  If yes, 

      go to the next step.

· Did the examiner review answer all of the questions noted on the examination worksheet and provide a medical opinion in the appropriate format?  If yes, go to the next step.

· Has the 60 day period expired from the Section 5103 notice? If yes, 

· go to the next step.

· Did the veteran respond to the Section 5103 Notice requiring additional development?  

· If no additional development is required, the case is ready for a rating decision.  Please update MAPD and suspense dates to show the claim has been sent to the rating team to rate.

At the end of the Fact Pattern Scenarios, ask the trainees if there are additional questions.  Provide them information regarding the time and place of the mentoring workshop.


	

	
	CHARTS FOUND IN CRIB NOTES IN STUDENT HANDBOOK

	
	

	General Exam Guidelines Chart for Direct Service Connection

	
	C-file contains medical evidence or competent lay evidence of a current condition
	No medical evidence or competent lay evidence of a current condition
	Evidence of a disability manifesting within a presumptive period 
	Claim filed within one year of separation from service

	SMRS show condition treated or diagnosed in service or an event happened not necessarily resulting in a treated injury (ex: parachute jumper and now has bad knees)
	Order VA exam (may need a medical opinion if there is no continuity)
	No exam
	N/A
	Order VA exam

	Not shown in SMRS but combat vet gives history of injury in combat
	Order VA exam with medical opinion (not always necessary)
	No exam
	N/A
	Order VA exam

	Not shown in SMRS 
	No exam (same caveat as noted in above example)
	No exam
	Order VA exam
	Order VA exam *


*consider circumstances such as entry level separations, etc

	General Exam Guidelines Chart for Direct Service Connection by Aggravation

	 
	C-file contains medical evidence or competent lay evidence of a current condition
	No medical evidence or competent lay evidence of a current condition

	Disability shown on enlistment examination, and condition treated or diagnosed in service
	Order VA exam with a medical opinion (must wait for 60-day period to expire before ordering exam.  Must give vet opportunity to forward evidence.
	No exam

	Disability shown on enlistment examination, but no further treatment or diagnosis shown in service
	Possibly an exam.  If the condition is now worse you would need an exam and an opinion.
	No exam

	Disability not shown on enlistment examination, but condition was treated and/or diagnosed in service
	Order VA exam with a medical opinion 
	No exam

	Not shown in SMRS 
	Possibly an exam.  If there are pre-service medical records in the file, you would exam and get an opinion.  This is why you have to wait for the Section 5103 Notice (formerly VCAA Letter) response.
	No exam
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