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Through the VA Teacher Ambassador Program, educators in three
states are learning lessons about veterans and patriotism.

hen Jennifer Reblin, a

teacher at Clay-

Chalkville Middle
School near Birmingham, Ala., con-
tacted the local VA medical center
about how to start a Veterans Day
program at her school, she had no
idea she would be invired to a pro-
tessional development opportunity.
“She was in search of information
and when I told her about the up-
coming workshop, she asked me to
hold the phone and ran to her
principal’s office to get permission to
come,” said Bertram Perry, staff as-
sistant to the director at the Bir-
mingham VA Medical Center.

Reblin is one of about 100
teachers who attended workshops
held last October at the Birming-
ham VAMC and the other medical
centers in VISN 7 (Atlanta) as part
of the VA Teacher Ambassador Pro-
gram, which offers lessons and re-
sources on veterans and patriotism
to K-12 educators. The workshops
are designed to forge partnerships
with local schools by providing a
plimpse into the lives of American
servicemen and women, their con-
tributions to our nation’s history and
patriotism, and the role VA plays in
the lives of the nation’s veterans.
The VA Teacher Ambassador

Program originated last year at the
Birmingham VAMC after the direc-
tor, Y C Parris, asked Perry to come
up with a way to introduce the VA

Kids Web site (www.va.govfkids) to
the local education communiry.
“Having formerly been a high school
teacher, | knew that if we developed
a workshop and helpful resources for
educators, the schools would be ex-
cited to attend,” said Perry.

The first year's program proved
s0 stuccesstul, it caught the atrention
of the network director, who asked
the VISN 7 Communications and
Customer Service
Sub-Council to
expand the pro-
gram network-
wide. Program fa-
cilitator Perry
held a train-the-
trainer session for
representatives
from medical cen-
ters throughout
Alabama, Georgia
and South Caro-
lina, who walked
away with the
tools to imple-
ment their own
programs.

The “Heroes
and Heroines: the
Faces of Freedom”
workshop provided many interactive
activities, including age sensitivity
training, lesson planning and lesson
sharing. Each teacher in attendance
received a binder with lesson ideas
and resources, a CD containing

video and Web site resources, pho-
tographs of veterans memorials and
artifacts, and newsreel footage from

World War I, World War II and the

Korean War, and a two-disc DVD
set highlighting the importance of
Veterans Day, and focusing on the
Korean War, POWSs, Special Forces
in Vietnam, nurses, and what it
means to be a veteran.

Each facility took advantage of

stakeholder relationships by asking
local representatives of the Veterans
of Foreign Wars and American
Former Prisoners of War to partici-
pate as guest speakers. World War 11
and Vietnam-era veterans shared
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Birmingham, Ala., junior high teacher Barbara Estes talls with Bertram
Perry, VA Teacher Ambassador Program facilitator, during a workshop at the
Birmingham VA Medical Center.
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their unique perspectives on veter-
ans and war and the importance of
educators using veterans as a pri-
mary resource when teaching chil-
dren about war. “The teachers re-
ported how pleased they were to
hear personal stories from our speak-
ers,” said Damon Stevenson, public
affairs officer for the
Central Alabama Veter-
ans Healthcare System
and workshop facilita-
tor.

Facilitators were
not the only ones who
participated in this ef-
tort. At the Columbia,
S.C., VAMC, all ser-
vices decided to pitch in
by creating baskets of
school supplies for the
teachers. “All of our ser-
vices took a very active
role creating baskets for
this program,” said
Xavier Teasley, one of
the facilitators there.
“The teachers were
grateful for the supplies
and the time and effort
that went into them.”

In addition to the
school resources, all par-
ticipating teachers were
educated on the unique
mission and vision of
the VA health care sys-
tem. Each group was
taken on an extensive tour of the fa-
cilities.

“We welcomed the teachers at
the main entrance,” said Altred Wil-
liams, Voluntary Service program
manager and workshop facilitator for
the Dublin, Ga., VAMC. “At the
end of the training, we took them
on a tour of the facility, and all of
the teachers commented that mov-
ing around kept their attention and
they were excited abour taking the
learning tools we had given them
back to the students.”

Seeing the VA mission in ac-

tion had a clear impact on the at-
tendees. One teacher participant
was so affected by what she saw, she
later wrote asking if she could vol-
unteer during her summer vacation.
Results from the workshops

have been dramatic. Many schools
are becoming involved with the Li-

Top: Dr. Lesa Woodby, of the Birmingham VAMC's Geriatric Research Edu-
cation and Clinical Center (GRECC), leads a group of teachers through an
age sensitivity training exercise; Above: Wayne Watts, a prisoner of war
during World War I, speaks to teachers at the Birmingham VAMC.

brary of Congress’ Veterans History
Project after being introduced to the
program at the workshops. One
school has started a Valentines for
Veterans initiative, in which stu-
dents make valentines for patients
and deliver them during the Na-
tional Salute to Hospitalized Veter-
ans the week of Valentine's Day.
Cards and letters have poured
in for Veterans Day and Christmas,
and students and teachers are be-
coming more involved with activi-
ties for the patients. “The VA is
lending a hand to schools and let-

ting them know that Veterans Day
is every day,” Perry said.

One of the activities the teach-
ers participated in was writing a
brief reflective statement about what
being a veteran meant to them.
Kathy Kilpatrick, a fourth-grade
teacher at Thompson Intermediate
School near Birming-
ham, answered the
question this way: “To-
day I know what a vet-
eran is. He {or she) is a
person who “put on
hold” or gave up a huge
portion of his life to
serve, put his life on the
line, fed hungry chil-
dren, worked in 115-de-
gree weather, lived in a
hole he dug in the
desert and missed his
tamily. He is a man who
returns not the same as
when he left. He knows
tirst hand the riches and
value of educaring our
children. He has seen
things in the world he
can never share. The
rest of his life will he
different because of his
service.”

The Birmingham
VAMC received first-
place honors for this
initiative in the Com-
munications/Special
Events category in the 2005 Veter-
ans Health Administration Excel-
lence in Public Affairs Program.
This effort will continue to impact
local schools, with teachers sharing
best practices. All of the medical
centers in the VA Southeast Net-
work will continue to offer this pro-
gram to all educators in the region.
For more information on the VA
Teacher Ambassador Program, con-

tact Perry at Bertram.Perry@med.
va.gov or (205) 933-4385. @
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