My Experience 
with 
the 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E)
Program
or
A few thoughts about Service-Connected Disabilities 

For years, a pet peeve of mine has been inconsiderate people, usually half my age, roaring across a shopping center parking lot, cutting people off, before sliding the noses of their hot sports cars into handicapped spots. Some of these vehicles have a handicapped placard; frustratingly, many do not. As I’m sure others of a certain age do, I often idly speculate as to what disability(s) a seemingly able-bodied, strapping young man has that qualify him to park in a handicapped space. 
To my and others’ astonishment, sometimes a fast sports car with 100% disabled-veteran license plates affixed to it takes a handicapped space and an athletic guy hops out. This used to cause me to wonder, "What is going on here?” As Paul Harvey famously said, I learned at least one version of the rest of the story. As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan began to wind down, the magnitude of injuries suffered by thousands of combat troops deployed “down range” became clear, and someone within the Veterans Administration decided that the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Program[footnoteRef:1], more commonly known as VR&E, was a good tool to help returning veterans.  [1:  The Veteran Readiness & Employment (VR&E, formerly known as Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment) program dates to the signing of the Soldier’s Act of 1918 by President Woodrow Wilson.] 

“The VR&E supports Servicemembers leaving active duty due to medical issues and Veterans with service-connected disabilities and an employment handicap. The VR&E provides comprehensive services that lead to employment or assistance, helping individuals live more independently, including vocational counseling, training, career placement, and special rehabilitation. All services are available to eligible active duty Servicemembers, Veterans, and dependents.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Excerpt from VA Website.] 

While working at the Missile Defense Agency (MDA) in 2008, I became intimately familiar with VR&E. Senior agency leadership sent an email to managers directing us to participate in the program. My branch became a pilot program, accepting men who had signed up for VR&E. Six weeks later, eleven Iraq and Afghanistan War veterans reported bright and early on a Monday morning. All of these men were profoundly disabled and suffered from severe PTSD, but only three bore visible scars of injuries sustained during months spent in combat zones. 
They took months to acclimate to our office environment. Over time, the “VR&E Eleven” began to stratify, much like a typical Army squad or platoon: two hard chargers emerged, and seven middle-of-the-pack performers turned in a full day’s work and did what they were told, but nothing extra, and two Gold Brickers who put in a solid one or two hours of effort on any nine-hour shift. The Gold Brickers also set themselves apart from the group because they were quite adept at “gaming the system” and preferred lying over telling the truth. 
I spent four years (1971-74) in Army Field Artillery as a “cannon cocker,” before crossing over to the Air Force, so such behavior posed no great mystery to me. Over time, I formed a bond with nine of the VR&E Eleven and, in a small way, helped them ease back into a mainstream workforce. Several men became close friends, and I was honored when they shared their issues and challenges with me. They were very frank in discussing how they dealt with and accommodated ever-present PTSD. With my encouragement, the two Goldbrickers found somewhere else to be.
Every day was a revelation: one afternoon, I walked down the long hallway of our section and noticed a young former Marine slumped over his keyboard. This guy had been awarded two Purple Hearts for action in Afghanistan. Overmedication caused him to pass out. He was embarrassed to be caught under such circumstances, but we successfully worked through his issues. It took 18 months of cooperate and graduate effort, including medication adjustments by local VA clinic clinicians, but he got back on track and left the VR&E program after two years, eventually finishing a bachelor’s degree, and then law school.
Another afternoon and another revelation: our office was less than two miles from the Army Explosive Ordnance and Hazardous Materials Disposal School. Several times each week, our walls shook from exploding IEDs and training charges. On a steamy summer afternoon, as I walked down the hallway accompanied by the rhythmic whump, whump of explosions that shook our walls and rattled the windows, I noticed several of my VR&E guys, visibly shaken, looking ready to sprint down the hall and out the door. 
I stepped into the office of a guy with whom I had a good rapport and got the lowdown. When we finished talking, I was embarrassed that I hadn’t realized what was going on sooner. Those wall-shaking booms were triggers, and the VR&E nine reacted as anyone would who had been repeatedly exposed to IED detonations.
During our conversation, I asked this medically retired Sergeant First Class how he would handle the situation; his reply reinforced my high opinion of Army NCOs. He rubbed his jaw and offered, “Boss, it isn’t so much the explosions that get to us. It is the randomness of when they are set off. If we could somehow get advance knowledge, we would be mentally prepared for what comes next.”
I nodded and got busy. Two days later, I met with the EOD School Director and explained what I needed: a weekly schedule to within 15 minutes of when IEDs and other explosives would be detonated. The director agreed and was as good as his word. Each Friday, an email popped up in my inbox containing the upcoming week’s explosion schedule. It became part of my daily routine: each Friday afternoon, I printed copies and posted them on the door of each office in our department. 
For the first couple of weeks afterward, I foot-stomped the posted schedules, making certain my VR&E guys prioritized checking it each morning when they came to work. That simple action reduced their stress and greatly improved employee productivity and retention. Before taking that simple step, many guys couldn’t stand sitting at their terminal as 15 or 20 teeth-rattling explosions echoed across Redstone, shaking them in their chairs. When those charges were touched off, each day was irritatingly random. 
Before posting the schedule, many VR&E guys decided to look for somewhere else to be, far from our office. To aid retention and productivity, each January, I made it a point to visit the current or incoming EOD school director and secure a promise to continue sending those weekly schedules. 
Long retired and with the luxury of hindsight, I often reflect back on that time in my life, and I now know I came to the party late in the realization that some profound disabilities aren’t visible to the casual observer. I now accept that while some opportunists “game the system” to get an undeserved disability rating, those deplorables are a distinct and small minority. The vast majority of veterans who served and have been awarded a VA disability rating are legit and deserve every possible consideration going forward. 
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