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Direct SERVICE CONNECTION/Aggravation

MENTOR GUIDE
	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 have completed all of the 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.  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
	Not to exceed 4 hours.  Note that all of the case exercises may be done in one session or broken down into 3 sessions.  This may vary from station to station.



	INSTRUCTIONAL METHOD


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

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

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

· VA examination request worksheets and development checklists.

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



	MENTOR PREPARATION
	Review the Instructor and Student Guide to become familiar with the knowledge level of your student(s).  

The mentor should bring at least 6 different types of claims.  The claims should be in the initial stages of development to include claims received within one year of separation, claims received more than one year after separation, and claims for service connection based on in-service aggravation.

The mentor should bring copies of recent rating decisions granting service connection based on the types of claims mentioned above.

Bring examination request worksheets and development checklists to provide for workshop exercises.  

Review and outline the development actions needed on each claim to prepare for the mentoring workshop.  

Critical:  Be sure to allow the students an opportunity to ask questions.  Attempt to provide manual/CFR references to the questions you answer.  



	MENTOR GUIDANCE


	During the mentoring sessions, be sure to discuss the reasons for the specific actions the trainee is undertaking.   Focus on the basic principles of rating and why an exam is being ordered or why a case is ready for a decision.  Also, stress the importance of analyzing the SMRs and post-service medical records.



	
	Mentor Workshop


	Case RevIEW #1
	Pair the trainees in groups with no more than six trainees to one mentor for the Mentor Workshop.  Case Review #1 will define what constitutes a claim for direct service connection and aggravation and the principles governing service connection for those claims.  Those principles will be related to specific development actions. 

The mentor should hand out the rating decisions to all of the trainees and ask the trainees to explain why service connection was granted in each of the instances.  

Then the mentor should hand out one case to each of the trainees.  Trainees should review these claims and determine if they are claims for:

· direct service connection by a veteran that has been separated from the military within 1 year from the date of claim

· direct service connection by a veteran that has been separated from the military more than 1 year from the date of claim

· claim for aggravation of a pre-existing disability

Next, trainer should review the provisions of 

· 38 C.F.R. 3.303, 3.304, and 3.306

· 38 C.F.R. 3.159 specifically 3.159(c)(4)

· M21-1, Part VI, 7.01 through 7.05

· M 21-1, Part VI, 1.05 and Exhibit A  

Once this has been covered and discussed, the trainees should look again at their cases.  They should discuss the evidence of record and how it relates to the three prongs of service connection.

The mentor should then go over the Crib Notes again for the trainees, explaining when you order an examination and when you order an examination with a medical opinion.

Each trainee is to develop the claim assigned to him/her during the first part of the session and use appropriate development check sheets and VA exam worksheets.  This can be done after the mentor workshop.  Trainees should also be encouraged to continue reading rating decisions associated with claims they see in the course of their duties that address direct service connection and/or aggravation.

 

	CASE Review #2
	Case Reviews #2 and #3 focus on the practical development of claims for direct service connection and aggravation to include deciding if a VA examination is needed, ordering the examination, reviewing the VA examination for adequacy, and certifying the claim as ready to rate.

Trainees should bring their homework case with the proposed development.  

Each trainee should be asked to discuss the case assigned to him/her.  Discussion should be structured and should include a short recap of the type of claim the veteran has filed (breaking it down three ways); they should also provide a short recap as to the claimant’s contentions to include as to whether the condition was shown in service and there is a current disability.  

Each trainee should state if he/she would order a VA examination and whether a medical opinion is needed.  The trainee should explain the reasons for his/her decision.  

Feedback should be given to the trainee immediately.



	CASE #3
	The mentor should pass out the claims for direct service connection and/or aggravation that have completed examinations of record.  

Trainees should review the examinations and decide and discuss whether the VA examination is adequate for rating purposes.  

The mentor should focus the discussion on the claimant’s contentions and adequacy of examination and encourage the trainees to state the reasons for their decisions.  In addition, trainees should decide if the claim is ready for certification after review of all pertinent records.




EVALUATION 
The mentor will need to complete an evaluation form available on-line approximately 3-6 weeks after the class completion.

Mentors will need to also remind trainees to complete self-evaluation form available on-line 3-6 weeks after class completion.

As an option, mentors can record the date that the course and mentoring is completed and track the trainees’ progress on a spreadsheet.  
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