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IS to Serve
Them Better

From following proper protocol to
treating complex injuries,
understanding military culture
has never been more important to
achieving our mission.
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t is said thar the best way o
understand someone is to walk a
mile in their shoes, or in the case
of vererans, a mile in boots while
wearing 50 pounds of body armor,
a Kevlar helmet, ammunition and
Weapomns.

“Understanding what veterans
have experienced directly relates to
my ahility to build a trusting rela-
tionship,” says Geralyn Mushinski,
assistant Vocational Rehabilitation
and Employment officer at the VA
Regional Office and Insurince Center
in Philadelphia. “If I can make that
conmection, demonstrate thar | ger it
that’s a big step in being able to help.”

“The very nature of war and its
changing effect on service members
and their families presents ongoing
challenges and opportunities for to-
day's VA cmpl- wee, in both large and
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acting chief officer for the Legislative,
Regularory and Intergovernmental
Affairs Office in the Veterans Health
Administration. “The key is nor only
to understand thar these changes will
keep coming, but also that in the
midst of change, VA people work
hard to appreciate the little things.

“Just saying, ‘thank you for your
service, or calling a veteran by his or
her rank can make all the difference,”
Malebranche, also a retired Army col-
onel, suggests. “To have their personal
sacrifices, and the sacrifices of their
families, demonstrably appreciated
cannot be understated.”

Just as her own held experience
hielped her improve care in an Army
clinical environment, Malebranche
believes that understanding what a
veteran has endured can help VA
employees improve the services they
PH\VIL{{.'.

The beneht of this kind of deep-
seated understanding of veterans is
what broughr about development of
the VA Military Cultural Awareness
Training. The interactive 90-min-
ute e-learning course was launched
last November by the VA Learning
University under the Office of Hu-
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man Resources and Administration’s
ADVANCE initiative.

"l sought out Karen and oth-
ers like her across the Department
after Mike Walcoff (Acting Under
Secretary for Benechies) asked for rich
customer service training to improve
employee understanding of the armed
forces and service members,” recalls
Alice Muellerweiss, Army vereran
and dean, VALU. The concepr was
universally embraced, and prompted
swift development of the innovarive
PrOQTan.,

"Already, 1,458 people have com-
pleted the rraining, and the feedback
we've received abour its content,
impact on providing better service,
and the formar ieself, is excellent,” she
says. More than 4,600 people have the
course on their learning plans to date,
Because of this success, Muellerweiss
and her ream are busy developing
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savims Wenk your for your service,
e vetere by Nis o fer rankican

e el e clifferance, ” says Karen Mele:
ek, peteran and VA employee.

follow-on trainimg for release this
SUITICT,

Using stories that resonare with
participants, the award-winning (see
sidebar) MCA training provides real-
world context for the facts presented,
making it an especially effective and
engaging approach to training, It
provides foundational knowledge of
common military culture, customs
and courtesies, explams differences
berween the branches of the armed
forces, defines roles and ranks within
thie military, and overviews some of
the conflicts in which veterans have
served.

] was nearly brought o tears—it
just brought so much about our vet-
erans ro life for me,” says Arminda
Ciuerrero, a traming technician ar the
VA Health Resource Center in Tope-
ka, Kan., who complered rhe course.
Guerrero recommends this training
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for every emplovee ar VA, whether or
not they are direetly interfacing with
veterans or processing benefits, “The
training opened my perspective on our
mission at VA, as well as the needs of
the veterans on the other end of the
lines at our call center.”

*The fact is, we have changed
America in these recent wars,” Male-
branche adds: “The impact on tamilies
due ro longer and more frequent de-
plovments is very different from past
generations.”

Malebranche speaks from per-
sonal experience. Before coming o
VA 10 years ago, she served 31 years
in the Army as an active-duty soldier,
nurse, senior health systems analyst
and progeam manager. She recalls o
critical part of her own trmining that
gave her added compassion and in-
sight into her rale as nurse. “Simply
by suiting up in full gear, and spend-




What You’'ll Learn From Military Cultural

Awareness Training

B The differences berween the various branches of the military and their
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B The exper
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B Why they serve, whar motivates them, and the kind of Lraining ll'H_‘1_|'

receive.

B The major military conflicts, from World War | through the Global War

on Terror (Operation Endurir
B The role the military play

1n rme

peration Iragi Freedom).

of narional disasrer.

B The customs and courtesies common throughout the branches of the
military, and the potential implications for VA employees who work with

s and service members.

ing a day walking and working side-
by-side with a combar soldier, | gained
a sharper understanding of the kind
of woll such duty places on a person’s
body,” Malebranche explains.
Another MCA participant, Lisa
Mattingly, a cemetery representative
at Lebanon MNarional Cemetery in
Kentucky, says she was profoundly
affected by the training, " feel an
even deeper sense of respect and ap-
preciation for our veterans,” she says,
“When [ heard the vets talk abowt
their experiences in the video, whart
TI'.I{_‘}"VL‘ ﬂlﬂriﬁﬂﬂd ﬁ'ﬂ' Lur "'II'L'L‘LIUT“.\',
it made everything very real for me,
They deserve our thanks and our
utmost respect ... now | feel like [ un-

derstand personally why thar is.”
After serving veterans and their
families for 9-and-a-half years, a job
Martingly finds very rewarding, she
SAYE .‘ihL‘ oW fCL‘lS evien maore I'I.l:'.ll'll!!'{_"'d
to do so. “They don't need a shoul-
der to cry on, they want respect and
recognition—that's whart | can do for
them." She knows she has provided
the most professional service possible
l||:'|."E'3IL‘I'I A veteran or I'I'rll'l'ii.]}' :I'I'IL“I'['II"IET
turns to her and says, “You understand
me.” The MCA training has helped
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ple she works with every day.
“Working at VA is a labor of
love,” Malebranche agrees. “We may
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bur everyone has their devotion o
our mission in common. Most people
you talk to have a family member or
friend who served, so they have some
personal reason for coming, even if it's
not direct military experience. Maybe
that's part of the passion—the per-
sonal connection.”

The military experience can seem
like an entirely new world to people
who have not personally served. And
even among those who have, aware-
ness beyond their own branch of ser-
vice or personal experiences can seem
like a different world. Clearly, being
better able to understand the implica-
tions of that kind of wear and rear on
a veteran's body and mind is essential
to everyone at VA as they work to
improve care.

*The simple fact is,” Mattingly
says, “all VA employees should under-
stand the need of every veteran. The
more we are connected to their hearts,
emotions and experiences, the deeper
our respect for them will be.”

To register and view the MCA
course, go to YV A's Talent Manage-
ment System, course #13413520, or go
toy heep:ffbic. lyfmcacourse. For informa-
tion about the topics included in the
course, a list of resources is available
at vaww . va.govfvalufmea.asp. To leamn
more about this and other training
opportunities offered by VAL, visir
heep:ffuow valu.va.gov. @

VA Military Cultural
Awareness Training Wins

Prestigious Gold Award

The MCA course was recently honored with the
2011 Best Practices in Distance Learning Pro-
gramming, Gold, from the United States Distance
Learning Association. USLDA, the premier distance

learning association since 1987, honors organiza-
tions annually with its 21st Century Best Practices
Awards. These prestigious awards are presented
to organizations and individuals engaged in the
development and delivery of distance learning
programs.
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