VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION 

OVERVIEW

Vocational rehabilitation (Voc Rehab) is a program of services for Veterans with service-connected physical or mental disabilities.  Often, these individuals experience limitations or difficulties in getting and keeping a job, as well as in their daily living activities.  Voc rehab can help prepare Veterans for a suitable job and help them to become fully productive and independent.

ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS

Basic Requirements

To be eligible for Voc Rehab a Veteran must meet ALL of these conditions:

· Have a combined 20% VA compensable disability rating as a result of active service on or after September 16, 1940. 

· However, there are two exceptions to this 20% rule:
· Veterans who have a serious employment handicap need only be 10% disabled.

· Those who filed and were found eligible before Nov 1, 1990, may continue training or, if they had discontinued, they may reapply.

· Have received or be going to receive a discharge or release from active duty under other-than-dishonorable conditions.

· Need rehabilitation services because of a serious employment handicap.

· The service-connected disability must be the principal cause for the serious employment handicap.

· Be within the period of eligibility. 

· Must normally complete the rehabilitation program within 12 years of receiving a rating of disability from the VA.

· Extensions may be granted if Voc Rehab determines that conditions prevent the Veteran from completing the program within 12 years.

Types of Counseling/Types of Training

The types of counseling and types of training currently available in the Voc Rehab program are: 

· Job Counseling
· Job Placement

· College or university training

· Vocational (trade, business, or technical) training

· Apprenticeship or other on-the-job training

· On-farm training

· Independent living services

· Under special circumstances, training in a rehabilitation facility, a sheltered workshop, or in the Veteran's home

· Employment services and assistance
· These services include: counseling, medical, social, other placement and post-placement services. All of these services are designed to assist the Veteran in obtaining and maintaining employment. 

· Self-employment
· This option may be considered if the Veteran's access to normal channels for suitable employment in the public or private sector is limited because of his or her disability.

· Nonpaid work experience or training in a federal agency
· Even though this type of training is referred to as "nonpaid," the Veteran CAN be paid nominal pay from the federal agency.  Also, the Veteran receives pay by way of a subsistence allowance.  This allowance is paid through VA's voc rehab program.

Training Objective

Other than independent living services, all training must lead to some type of employment.  In this sense all Chap 31 training is "vocational."  Unlike the Montgomery G.I. Bill, a Veteran cannot use vocational rehabilitation to enroll in just any approved course.

Approval for Training Objective

Approval of a vocational objective is part of the initial evaluation process.  At the end of this process, the Veteran, the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors (VRC), and in some cases, the training establishment, complete a training agreement called an Individual Written Rehabilitation Plan (IWRP). This plan includes a vocational objective that is consistent with a Veteran's aptitude, interests and abilities and, most importantly, his or her disabilities.

Veterans Who Don't Qualify for Voc Rehab

If a Veteran does not qualify for VA voc rehab, they should be referred to their state vocational rehabilitation agency.  There may be other rehabilitation options available.  Voc Rehab Counselors may also be able to help Veterans learn about other services available.

Voc Rehab Counselors

VRC is generally persons who have advanced degrees in vocational or other counseling.  The primary duty of the VRC is to determine eligibility for vocational rehabilitation benefits.

Voc Rehab Specialists

Vocational Rehabilitation Specialists (VRS) also have advanced degrees in counseling.  Once a Veteran is in training, the VRS acts as a case manager to do whatever is necessary to assist the Veteran in attaining his or her vocational goal.

APPLICATION and PROCESS OVERVIEW

VA Form 28-1900, “Disabled Veterans Application for Vocational Rehabilitation”

The basic application for vocational rehabilitation benefits is VAF 28-1900.  If the Veteran is accepted into training, the VRS will assist the Veteran in compiling and completing any other needed documents. .

Process Overview

1. The process begins when VA receives the Veteran's application.

2. Adjudication determines if the Veteran has the required disability rating. 
a. If the Veteran does not meet the basic requirement, the claim is denied.

b. If a rating has not been completed, further action is deferred until a rating has been completed.
c. If the Veteran has not already received a disability rating, the Rating Activity must first make the rating.
i. Memorandum Rating: In this case, the purpose of the memorandum rating would be to establish disability for voc rehab purposes.

3. Once the eligibility determination is made, the Veteran's claims file is forwarded to the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling division.
4. What happens next depends on the Veteran's disability rating: 

a. If the Veteran is rated as 20% disabled, the Veteran is notified that basic eligibility is established and that he or she will be contacted to set up an appointment for initial counseling and testing.  
b. If the Veteran rated 10% disabled, the Veteran is notified that eligibility might still be established if he or she has a serious employment handicap.
i. How does VA determine if a serious employment handicap exists?  The Veteran is asked to complete a questionnaire.  This questionnaire contains questions about employment and education history, with other pertinent information, to be completed if he or she feels that a serious employment handicap exists.
5. The Veteran is set up for an appointment to take a series of diagnostic tests.

6. There will be an intake history, and social and educational background surveys. Some stations are using private contractors to complete the testing and counseling.

7. The Veteran is then scheduled for a final interview, at which time a decision is made as to what type of training is best suited to the Veteran's situation.
8. Like all decisions made by VA, a denial of Voc Rehab benefits can be appealed.

PAYMENTS

Payment Options

Under Voc Rehab, there are two ways that a Veteran can obtain financial assistance:

· Option 1: Receive payment for training expenses and a monthly subsistence allowance.

· The VA pays all of the training expenses; including tuition, fees, necessary books, supplies, equipment, and will provide a monthly subsistence allowance.

· Option 2: Use entitlement under another education program, such as one of the GI Bills or VEAP.

· This option only applies if the Veteran is also eligible for educational benefits under Chapters 30 or 32.  The Veteran may elect to receive only a monthly educational assistance payment under Chapter 31.  The Veteran would pay for all of their own tuition, fees, books, supplies, or other training expenses.

Payment in Addition to Other Benefits

Payment under either option is in addition to payment of disability compensation.  However, if a Veteran is eligible for more than one VA education benefit, he or she may not receive both a subsistence allowance and another education benefit for the same period of time.  

EFFECT ON UNEMPLOYABILITY RATINGS

Individual Unemployability (IU)

The rating of IU and how Chap 31 benefits can best be used should always be discussed with the Voc Rehab Counselor. Even though VA awards a Veteran total disability compensation for his or her service-connected disabilities due to a finding of individual unemployability, he or she may still qualify for training and services in the Voc Rehab program. Entry into or completion of a Voc Rehab program by itself will not reduce the claimant's disability compensation payments.

How Employment Affects IU Rating

If employment is obtained after completion of a program of rehabilitative services, the job cannot affect the total disability rating until employment has lasted at least 12 consecutive months.

Factors for Payments

Rates of payment are based on type of training, training time, and number of dependents.  Veterans are eligible for dependency allowance even though they may not qualify for dependency allowance under compensation because they are less than 30% disabled. 

CERTIFICATION of TRAINING

VAF 28-1905, “Authorization and Certification of Entrance or Reentrance into Rehabilitation and Certification of Status”

Chapter 31 participants use the VAF 28-1905 for this certification.  VAF 28-1905 states the objective.  The school may only enroll the Veteran in courses leading to that objective.  In some cases the VRS may list individual unit courses for the Veteran to pursue.  This form is mailed to the school certifying official by the Voc Rehab Counselor.  The school completes enrollment information on VAF 28-1905 and returns it to the VARO, where it is processed by VR&C.  However, Chapter 31 is unique in that VA can approve programs that might not qualify for approval under other programs.  These are usually individualized programs to meet the special needs of seriously disabled Veterans.  Also, VAF 28-1905 lets the school know that it can bill VA for tuition and fees and, in most cases, books and supplies.

Changes in Enrollment

Changes in enrollment for Chap 31 are reported using VAF 22-1999b, just as in other VA programs.  There are no periodic enrollment certification forms as there are for other VA programs.  This is because VA, through the VRS, directly supervises the Chap 31 trainee.  

Bills for Tuition, Fees, and Other Services

Bills for tuition, fees, books, supplies, and equipment should be submitted to VR&C for authorization. Once authorized, the approved bills are sent to Finance for payment.  Finance prepares a voucher payment request to the DPC Austin.

ANCILLARY BENEFITS

There are several other benefits available to Voc Rehab students, such as:
· Tutorial services 

· Revolving fund loans 

· Employment adjustment allowance 

· Voc Rehab training for VA pensioners 
Tutorial Service

Tutorial and other supportive services (for example, reader services for blind trainees) are also available under Chap 31 but work differently.  Under Chap 31, VA must complete a contract with the provider of the service.  VA does not reimburse the Veteran for tutoring charges as is done under other educational programs.

Revolving Fund Loans

Revolving Fund Loans, or RFL, are unique to Chap 31.  These loans provide short-term relief (up to $600) to Chap 31 students who have financial emergencies.  RFL are not automatic: they must be approved by the VRS or sometimes the VR&C Officer.  Once a Veteran has an RFL, he or she cannot obtain another until the original loan is repaid.  Repayment is made from deductions from the Veteran's monthly compensation check.  

Employment Adjustment Allowance

When a Chap 31 trainee satisfactorily completes the training phase of the program, he or she is entitled to 2 additional months of subsistence allowance at the full-time rate.  This allows continued income while he or she is seeking employment.  This allowance is paid even though the trainee may be employed at the time training is completed.

Voc Rehab Training for VA Pensioners

This benefit provides Veterans who are awarded VA pension through Dec 31, 1995 up to 24 months of vocational training.  Under certain circumstances, more than 24 months can be used.  Another provision under this program is that participants may also receive up to 18 months of services in employment counseling.

Eligibility Factors for Voc Rehab for Pensioners

Any veteran receiving pension awarded prior to Dec 31, 1995 may apply.  If an evaluation shows the Veteran can achieve a vocational goal and the Veteran wants vocational training, VA will help develop a plan of training and supportive services.  Veterans are not required, however, to take part either in evaluation or training.

How Pension Payments Are Affected

A Veteran continues to receive pension while receiving training or employment services. 

If a Veteran in the training program loses entitlement to his or her VA pension, training may be continued unless the pension is the result of fraud or administrative error.  If a Veteran's pension is terminated for excessive work or training income, the Veteran may continue to receive VA health care and retain priority treatment for three years after the date the pension is terminated.

How P&T Ratings Are Affected

Veterans may work up to 12 months with no change in their evaluation as permanently and totally disabled.  The employment must be within the scope of the vocational goal or a related field identified in the participant's VA rehabilitation plan and must be obtained within one year after eligibility for counseling expires. Earnings during this 12-month period are counted as income for pension purposes.
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