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National Guard & Department of Veterans Affairs  

Partnership 

 For many years, Active 

Duty Service Members (SMs) 

have been allowed to process 

claims for VA disability com-

pensation prior to separation.  

SMs file their VA claims and 

receive their VA compensation 

and pension examinations while 

still on active duty and have 

their claims pre-adjudicated 

prior to separation. This reduces 

their waiting time to access 

benefits such as Vocational Re-

habilitation, and to begin draw-

ing regular compensation for 

service-connected disabilities 

normally within 60 days of dis-

charge.   
  

 Unfortunately, this process 

was not available to members of 

the RC demobilizing from Title 

10 periods of active duty.  With 

this in mind, the Seattle VA Re-

gional Office (VARO) teamed 

with the TAA and Washington 

National Guard to develop a pro-

gram to allow RC members who 

are demobilizing the same ac-

cess.  So far, three ARNG units 

and one US Coast Guard Re-

serve unit have used this pro-

gram in the state.  The program 

allows for claims processing to 

take place at home station six-to-

eight days after return from thea-

ter.   A key advantage to the pro-

gram is the ability to copy and 

certify Service Medical Records 

for the claims, since not having 

ready access to these records can 

significantly delay a claim. LOD 

issues are also easily addressed 

and VA 1010 EZ forms are com-

pleted onsite.   
 

 This early benefits delivery 

program was successfully piloted 

due to the strong collaborative 

efforts of all coalition partners, 

which included the leadership of 

the Seattle VARO (Carol Fillmon 

and Rob Hard), WANG (COL 

Forbes), Tom Riggs - a former 

TAA and now Deployment Cycle 

Chief, and Annie Deandrea, TAA. 
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 In order to continue the dialogue among Chiefs of the National Guard, Army Re-

serve, and Department of Veterans Affairs for returning combat vets and their families, 

the Secretary of VA, Dr. James Peake, hosted a luncheon in September for further col-

laboration.  This discussion highlighted the ongoing challenges faced by the Reserve 

Components (RC), including four programs that VA supports, namely: 1) VA support 

and enrollment to RC Army, Navy, Marines and Air Force Service Members at demobi-

lization sites, 2) VA support for all RC PDHRA programs nationwide for referrals and 

appointments to VA for enrollment, health care and mental health, 3) VA support in 

new Reintegration Programs (BYR) and VA Welcome Home events, and 4) Combat 

Veteran Call Center. The TAA Program was recognized by Secretary Peake and LTG 

Blum as a critical link to ensure that no veteran or family member is left behind.   
 

 This luncheon demonstrated the synergy between the RC and the VA.  The TAAsô 

mandate continues to be strengthening their collaboration among VA leadership, State 

Directors of VA, as well as with diverse community groups to meet the challenging 

needs of combat veterans and family members throughout the deployment cycle. 
          

          Marianne 

 

 

By Kerry Gehring  

NATIONAL CRISIS HOTLINE AVAILABLE TO ANYONE  24/7/365  
1.800.273.TALK (8255)1.800.273.TALK (8255)1.800.273.TALK (8255)   

(L-R) Annie DeAndrea, Carol Fillmon, 

Tom Riggs, COL Forbes, Ron Hard. 

Photo by Nick Thurber 
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South Central Region: 

Stand Down for Homeless Vets 
 

 Resulting from the strong 

partnership between the New 

Mexico VA, Department of 

Labor, and the TAA, in mid-

October the New Mexico 

Workforce Solution (formerly 

the Department of Labor) will 

host the second annual ñStand 

Down for Homeless Veteransò 

at the New Mexico Veterans 

Integration Center (NMVIC) in 

Albuquerque. 

 The primary goal of this 

event is to perform outreach to an estimated 7,000 homeless 

vets in New Mexico.  In Albuquerque alone, there are an 

estimated 3,000 homeless veterans.  The secondary goal is to 

reduce the number of preventable homeless deaths in the 

coming years by giving vets who may suffer from mental 

illness or lack of knowledge other options for care. 

 Medical services will be located at one corner of the 

NMVIC Complex, with the exception of behavioral health 

services, which will be located in a discreet area in order to 

protect  SM confidentiality.  Dental and medical exams will 

be conducted in rooms that will maintain patient privacy and 

confidentiality.  Food, clothing, and government and local 

agency ID booths will be located together.  Additional agen-

cies collaborating in this important event include: 

NM Department of Veterans Services 

NM Veterans Integration Center 

NM Department of Labor DVOP/LVER programs 

The Veterans Administration Vocational Rehabilitation 

& Education (VR&E) Department 

NM Department of Vocational Rehabilitation 

NM Department of Health and Human Services 

The Social Security Administration 

Veterans Services Organizations 

Community faith-based organizations 

 

 Last year, the NM Air Guardôs Food Personnel Team, 

Medical Team and other volunteers participated in the event 

and were very much appreciated by the attendees.  The NM 

Army Guard contributed their Legal Assistance Teams, tents, 

and many volunteers who made this event successful.  Hope-

fully, attendees will share the info they acquire at this event 

with other homeless vets who are unable to attend this func-

tion.  By the end of this yearôs Stand Down event, we expect 

that at least 400 homeless veterans will walk away with new 

clothing, hygiene kits, medical treatment, and the knowledge 

of where to go for future treatment and assistance.   

-Submitted by Harry Sanchez, NM TAA 

T r a n s i t i o n  A s s i s t a n c e  A d v i s o r s  N e w s l e t t e r                              

NGB Warrior Support Office News 
 

 The Warrior Support Office at the National Guard 

Bureau in Arlington, VA has recently experienced a few 

positive modifications in order to increase support to our 

Guard members across the country: 

Alex Bairdôs new title is NGB Deputy Surgeon for 

Warrior Support.  In this capacity, Alex will be able 

to help link the TAAs with their respective Deputy 

Surgeon offices so that the TAAs can obtain access 

to MODS in order to better track wounded Air and 

Army Guard members and share information.   

Kerry Gehring was promoted in July to manage the 

national TAA Program.  Her title, Warrior Support 

Program Manager,  also reflects additional responsi-

bilities assisting Alex in his role, responding to inter-

nal and external requests for information, and repre-

senting and promoting the TAA Program at confer-

ences, meetings and workgroups. 

Joe Tryon started in September as the NGB TAA.  

Joeôs background includes his West Point education, 

tours in Korea and Iraq, and personal experience with 

military medical facilities and the VA system. 

Although Alex, Kerry and Joe now report to the NGB 

Surgeonôs Office, they are physically remaining in the   

J1 Office.  This allows them to work closely with J1 and 

the Joint Surgeons staff to link the administrative and 

medical components of the TAA Program.  TAAs in the 

field will continue reporting to the  J1 Offices in the State 

Joint Forces Headquarters.  John Labashôs role as Sky-

lineôs Program Manager for the TAA Program has not 

changed.  John is a vital component of the team and 

works daily with Kerry and the TAAs across the country 

to ensure that the program continues to build on its suc-

cess of the last three years. 

 The TAAs will continue to work with their regions.  

Two years ago, the TAAs were divided into five Regional 

Workgroups to address specific issues and prepare those 

issues for the Annual Conferences.  Although no regional 

projects were assigned for the 2009 Conference, the Reg-

ional Chairs (Amy Eagen, Randy Moon, Lisa Silver, 

Harry Sanchez, and Jeff Unger) will work with Kerry to 

ensure that the upcoming conference is beneficial to all. 

 

Map of TAA Regional Working Groups. 
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the drop zone.  In his 

role as TAA, John 

continues to follow 

up with Marcus en-

suring he receives 

his veteranôs benefits, 

services, and pro-

grams.  They are 

planning another 

jump, this time 

together.  

 This past 

August, Marcus attended the CBHCO-Wisconsin Muster and 

John had the opportunity to introduce Marcus and his story 

to other combat vets and their families.  John spoke to the 

group about Marcusô jumping out of an airplane and how 

Marcus did not allow the word ñcanôtò to enter his mind as 

he prepared himself for the adventure.  These inspirational 

words caught the attention of every medical hold Soldier in 

the room.  You could feel the motivation level among the 

Soldiers rise as John spoke.  He did not speak long; that 

wasnôt required.  In five short minutes, a few meaningful 

words and photos later, the message to the veterans had been 

broadcast loud and clear.  After the applause subsided and a 

few tears fell, the muster moved forward to the next agenda 

item.  As the TAA program continued, SGT Michelle 

Rudzitis of Michigan quietly rose and made her way to the 

back of the room to John and Marcus.  An amputee herself, 

she told John and Marcus that she would like to jump and 

asked how she could do it.  Due to her current medical 

condition, it will be a year before she can take her first jump. 

In the meantime, John and Ray Ladd, Michiganôs TAA, have 

started tackling all the details in order to prepare Michelle for 

her own jump in 2009.  

 That is what the CBHCO-Wisconsin Muster is all about 

- - making a difference.  Many of the veterans arrive troubled, 

both mentally and physically.  They come with fear, anxiety, 

depression and many 

questions.  They 

depart with resources, 

answers, confidence, 

and an ñI CANò 

attitude.  Our coali-

tion partners from 

VHA, VBA, DOL, 

Family Assistance 

Centers, ESGR, and 

Vet Centers join the 

TAAs from all six 

participating states 

(IA, IL, IN, MI, MN and WI) and are present to address each 

and every question and challenge facing these veterans and 

their families.  It is a true team effort.  Hooah! 

-Submitted by Jeff Unger, Wisconsin TAA 

North Central Region: 

More Than A Muster 
  

 Would you jump out of a perfectly good airplane    

if your Transition Assistance Advisor told you to jump? 

The TAA from Minnesota, John Stepan would, but then 

again John is a military jumpmaster and retired Special 

Forces veteran who has more than 200 proven jumps    

under his belt. 

 To achieve a successful jump, a mental state of 

mind must be secured just prior to launching oneself into 

the ñslip streamò and beginning that free fall back to 

Earth.  That very mindset directly correlates to our med-

ical hold warriors who pass through military treatment   

facilities, VA Medical Centers, and Community Based 

Health Care Organization (CBHCO) units. 

 According to John, the word ñcanôtò must be deleted 

from your vocabulary when you are attempting to achieve 

a formidable and challenging goal.  While instructing 

childrenôs karate classes over the years, John helps them 

overcome their feelings of fear and failure as he teaches 

them to kick or thrust a target.  He directs them to remove 

the word ñcanôtò from their vernacular in order to stay 

motivated and keep trying 

to reach the goal, no matter 

how out of reach it seems.   

 John incorporates 

this same approach in his 

role as Minnesotaôs TAA.  

Earlier this year, while 

working at a Minnesota 

Beyond the Yellow Rib-

bon Reintegration event, 

he met Marcus Kuboy, a 

combat medic who was as-

signed to the 2/136 CAB 

and served in Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Marcusô life was 

changed forever when an improvised explosive device 

(IED) tore his body to shreds and broke his legs, arms, 

jaw and back.  During their first conversation, John im-

mediately recognized Marcus as one of the ñ I CANò peo-

ple.  Despite his severe and complicated injuries, Marcus 

doesnôt let anything slow him down.   

 After the Reintegration event, John suggested to 

Marcus that with his help, Marcus could take a jump out 

of an airplane.  Marcus agreed that he would like to try 

this and after John made the arrangements, they met again 

in Baldwin, Wisconsin where John helped Marcus onto 

an airplane.  At 13,000 feet, Marcus took a leap of faith 

and entered the ñslip streamò with the help of a master 

jumper.  After landing, John helped Marcus getting off  

T r a n s i t i o n  A s s i s t a n c e  A d v i s o r s  N e w s l e t t e r                              

 

John Stepan, MN TAA, and Marcus Kuboy.   
 Photo by Jeff Unger 

Combat veteran Marcus Kuboy.   
 Photo by Jeff Unger 

Ray Ladd, MI TAA, and Vic Tate, VBA rep,  
assisting SGT Rudzitis.   Photo by Jeff Unger 



 

 

Submissions for the next TAA Newsletter are due by December 1, 2008. 
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Best Practices                     Success Stories 
 

VERMONT - Working with Politicians for Improvement  
 

 I work with Senator Sandersô staffers to reach our com-

mon goal of helping returning vets and their families when 

needed, and resolving issues to ease the transition back 

home.  We inform the public about veteransô needs, and as-

sist and link them with employment, financial aid, VA assis-

tance and counseling.  Our outreach team is funded by Sena-

tor Sanders to perform wellness visits at the vetsô homes. 

  

 The Vet Center hosted a private meeting with Senator 

Sanders, Secretary Peake and 20 veterans to discuss VA 

benefits and treatment of vets, including shortcomings ex-

perienced and improvements to service delivery.  This re-

sulted in the Senator and Secretary hearing firsthand from 

vets, who told them what is and isnôt working in the system 

and they suggested possible courses of action to repair these 

items.  

-Submitted by Ronnie Labounty, VT TAA 

 

GUAM - Upward Bound Program for Vets 
 

 This federal program assists our vets with obtaining 

their GED or high school diploma and/or enrolling in col-

lege.  All services, books and instruction are free for those 

vets who qualify.  I partnered with the Community College 

to brief all vets and assist in disseminating info on this free 

program to veterans and family members and vets signed up 

right after the meetings. 

 

-Submitted by Susana Mafnas, GU TAA 

 

ALABAMA  - Monthly GWOT Teleconference 
 

 Each month, the Alabama VA Regional Office has a 

teleconference which includes staff from all its VA Medical 

Centers, VBA, VHA, Department of Mental Health, TBI 

Task Force, Wounded Warrior Program, and others.  It is 

similar to the TAA monthly teleconference with emphasis on 

VA matters and community events.  It is a good way to keep 

atop of useful information as well as staying involved with 

all community events that support veterans. 
 

-Submitted by Diana Northam, AL TAA 

 

Editorôs Note:  This Success Story led to the VBA OIF/OEF 

Support Team inviting Kerry Gehring to brief their staff on 

the TAA Program during their September conference call.   

NASDVA Update 
 

 The National Association of 

State Directors of Veterans Affairs  

has a new president for the 2008-09 

term.  Charles F. Smith, Assistant Sec-

retary for Veteran Affairs, State of 

North Carolina, started his term on 

October 1.  We are confident that un-

der President Smithôs leadership, the 

recent goals of NASDVA and its mis-

sion will continue to carry on. 

 John A. Scocos, who served as NASDVA President 

during 2007-2008 and presented at the TAA Professional 

Development Seminar in Anaheim this past January, was 

deployed for a second tour in Iraq at the end of Septem-

ber.  He had previously deployed in April of 2007 and he 

looks at both deployments as opportunities to learn first-

hand about the needs of veterans, especially 21st Century 

veterans, and to bring that knowledge back with him.  

This new mission will last about a year. 

 While acting as NASDVA President, John Scocos  

also served as Secretary of Wisconsinôs State Department 

of Veterans Affairs.  During his term as NASDVAôs 

President, the organization stated three goals for enhancing 

veteransô lives:  ensuring VA health care, furthering vetsô 

education benefits through the new Post 9/11 GI Bill, and 

promoting outreach to all veterans to inform them of their 

federal and state benefits and services. 

 Secretary Scocos became involved with the Transi-

tion Assistance Advisors (TAA) Program when he was 

President of NASDVA and participated in the TAA Pro-

fessional Development Seminar in order to provide more 

information about the State Directors of VA to the TAAs.  

He encouraged collaboration between the TAAs and 

SDVAs.  NASDVA and the TAA Program has since con-

tinued a connection between the two organizations to 

increase information sharing that has enhanced benefits 

delivery to our veterans and will continue to do so. 

 Secretary Scocos thanks NASDVA and the TAAs 

for their support, and all American citizens for what they 

do each day in support of military veterans. 

 For more info, visit www.nasdva.net.  

T r a n s i t i o n  A s s i s t a n c e  A d v i s o r s  N e w s l e t t e r                              

Editorial Staff:  

 

VA  - M. Mathewson-Chapman (marianne.mathewson-chapman@va.gov) and L. Kimble (lawrence.kimble@va.gov) 

NGB - A. Baird (alex.baird@us.army.mil), K. Gehring (kerry.gehring@us.army.mil), J. Tryon (joseph.tryon@us.army.mil) 

Skyline TAA Program Manager - J. Labash:  (john.labash@skyline-ultd.com) 

 
Thanks to Trey White, LA TAA, and John Stepan, MN TAA, for their participation as Regional Representatives for this issue. 

NASDVA President 
Charles F. Smith  

http://www.nasdva.net

