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30 years
of serving the schools
and communities of Western Mass

Celebrating the accomplishments of the men and women
who shaped VEP and its unique programs

At work on a spring day in 1982, veteran Rob Stenson
heard the noise of a military “Huey” helicopter flying low, a very
familiar sound from his days of service in Vietnam. He took a
break and tracked it to the high school football field. Students on
the sidelines cheered as a team of Army recruiters jumped out and
moved inside to an all-school assembly. This is a sales presentation
on the benefits of military service, Rob thought. Wouldn’t it be
useful for them to hear, as well, from men and women who had
served, but not working for the military?
People who could share a narrative of the Vietnam War that presented the unvarnished realities of war?
The concept for the Veterans Education Project (VEP) was born. After many planning meetings, a speakers’ bureau of local vets formed. VEP’s first volunteer veterans
practiced their stories and began visiting schools. There was only limited interest in
VEP at first. Many history books covered the unpopular conflict in a page or less. Negative stereotypes of Vietnam vets were common, as was the concern that a vet’s honest
yet critical stories about the war would be unpatriotic. However, word spread that VEP speakers were
reliable and their stories engaged teen audiences.
Clockwise: Vietnam
VEP’s popularity grew. The group was incorporated
veterans Rob Stenson,
as a non-profit corporation in 1988 and VEP’s hired
Brian Willson and
activist Court Dorsey,
its first paid staff person, Gayle Lauradun. Gayle
with Louise Dowd
eventually was appointed Executive Director and
(not pictured),
served until 1993.
founded VEP.
VEP has evolved and grown since a helicopter
landing on a football field sparked Rob Stenson’s idea for veterans speaking in schools.
Thanks
to support from local donors and foundations, our veterans now speak in a variety
Vietnam Marine veterans Jim
of classroom and public programs tailored to the needs of our schools and communities.
Munroe and Tom Masterton
at an early VEP presentation.
Regardless of the venue, VEP’s veterans always present eye opening history lessons, as
Jim now serves on VEP’s Board.
they de-glorify war and reveal its realities and costs.

The 1990s: Desert Storm and
responding to “the war on the streets”

Interest in VEP veterans’ presentations spiked upwards when Iraq invaded Kuwait in
1990, and Operation Desert Storm followed in February of 1991. By 1992 Desert
Storm vets were speaking at VEP events. The decade also marked increased youth-involved violence and substance abuse in our region and across the nation, dubbed by
law enforcement officials as “the war on the streets.”
In response, VEP pioneered its violence prevention and substance abuse prevention programs. The presentations became popular and remain so today. Vets speak
from experience about the physical and emotional aftereffects and consequences of
violence and drugs. Those who once used substances to numb Post Traumatic Stress
symptoms share stories of addiction and recovery. They educate teens, help them to
(continued)

When police officer and veteran
Pablo Rodriguez co-spoke with
recovering addict and ex-gang leader
José Pedraza at VEP prevention talks,
teenagers listened and learned.
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like having people step off
“theIt’spages
of history books and

into the classroom... Students can
talk to people who helped to
make history.

”

Teacher, Pathfinder Vocational
Technical H.S., Palmer, 1995

Vietnam-era veteran
Willie Ledbetter, a staff
member at Soldier On
shelter for homeless
vets, and two residents
at a prevention group
of at-risk high school
students visiting the
Northampton facility.

Veteran Phyllis Larimore (center) presents at
1996 presentation at Girls’ Inc. in Holyoke.
During the 1990s, Phyllis and other women
veterans reached out to girls, sharing their
stories of facing adversity, sexual harassment, and overcoming barriers in the maledominated military of the time. The veterans
helped girls discuss any challenges they
faced and served as role models.

(continued from front page)

Observing a 9-11 anniversary, Vietnam
veteran Gordon Fletcher-Howell and
guest speaker Dr. Muhammad Hazratji
from the Islamic Center of Western
Mass. share their stories and discuss
the hate crimes and discrimination
against Muslim Americans that occured in the event's aftermath.

envision alternatives, and model positive
change. The programs work extensively
with high-risk teens in inner city schools,
youth programs, and juvenile detention, and
earned VEP national awards in community
service in 1997 and 98.
In 1996, the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial Fund (VVMF) asked
VEP’s staff and veterans to collaborate with educators and nationally
acclaimed historians on a comprehensive high school curriculum
about the Vietnam War and its aftermath. Echoes from the Wall was
distributed in 1998 to every high
school in the U.S., and VEP memVeterans Angela Atchison (Army, Desert Storm),
bers were invited to speak at a variCherie Rankin (Red Cross, Vietnam) and Eric
ety of national teachers’ conferences. Wasileski (Navy, Desert Fox) were among those
speaking at a public event on Amherst Common
prior to the Iraq invasion.

9/11 and its aftermath:
a new century and new challenges

The events of 9-11 had a profound impact on VEP’s veterans and our programs. Since the horror of that September day, our veterans have been invited to many schools
to help students make sense out of the horrific events,
and their impact on both the survivors and the nation. In
2003, prior to the invasion of Iraq, VEP veterans’ voices
were heard at a number of community meetings and
events discussing America’s apparent path to war.

Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan:
working with veterans and reaching
out to military families
Iraq veteran Tyler Boudreau reads
from his memoire of his service in
Iraq at a public event.

Iraq Veteran Richard Riley gets emotional while speaking at a 2004 forum
on the Iraq War. Vietnam veteran
Stephen Sossaman looks on.

As wars in Afghanistan and Iraq continued, VEP speakers have provided a variety of programs to
help audiences understand and discuss the conflicts and the complex outcomes. A variety of Iraq
and Afghanistan veterans have spoken at VEP events, sometimes with veterans of other wars.
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The veteran’s vivid
“description
of being

Kevin and Joyce Lucey speak about the
battle their son, Jeffery, waged with PTSD
after he returned from Iraq in 2003.
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attacked and wounded
drove home the point
that war is anything
but glamorous.

”

Teacher in a South Hadley program
for adjudicated teens, 2002

VEP collaborated with a variety of groups on
the Eyes Wide Open Memorial at UMass, in
2005. The compelling outdoor installation used
rows of military boots and civilians’ shoes to
symbolize both the U.S. soldiers and the Iraqi
civilians killed in the war.

(continued from previous page)

In response to requests from the loved ones of
those serving in Iraq and Afghanistan, or vets who had
returned home from the war, VEP began sponsoring
the Military Families Connect (MFC) support group
in 2006. Some group members began
speaking with VEP, exposing the profound impact the war had on military
families. Kevin and Joyce Lucey—
who had approached VEP for support
when their son, Jeffery, took his life
after Marine Reserve service in Iraq—
The late George Williams speaks at
helped
co-found MFC and continue to
Northampton’s JFK Middle School,
speak
out
on the issue of veteran suisharing stories of his infantry service
cides.
Although
the group no longer
in Vietnam. George, a retired FDNY
firefighter who lost friends when the
meets, MFC provides support to indiTwin Towers collapsed, spoke at
Annie Diemand, military mother of an Iraq veteran,
vidual families as needed.
many post 9-11 events, urging tolerco-founding member of Military Families Connect,
Since
2001,
VEP
and
its
veteran
ance and countering reactionary
speakers
have
organized
and
collabo2008
rhetoric against Muslims.
rated on more than 150 public events.
These include community forums
about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as conferences and workVietnam veteran Don
shops for medical and mental health personnel, clergy, college faculty and
Chevannes was one of a
staff, and other professionals who want to better understand the physical and
panel of VEP vets speaking
emotional problems that might affect combat veterans and their families.
at a 2008 national confer-

… to be able to walk into a
“room
full of people that under-

stood what I was going through
was such a relief… a wonderful,
supportive experience.

”

workshop [on PTSD in veterans
“andYourmilitary
families] was the best I’ve

(continued on back page)

”

been to in 17 years on the faculty here.

Psychology professor, Union Institute, Brattleboro, 2007

Joe Ames and Don Chevannes, here speaking
at Holyoke High School, are two of the Vietnam
veterans who regularly speak in VEP programs.

ence on PTSD at the Smith
College School for Social
Work.
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Over the past decade, VEP’s traditional Veterans in the Classroom
programs have continued, with veterans of virtually every U.S. military
conflict since WWII sharing stories in schools all over Western
Massachusetts. We thank our individual, business and foundation
supporters for helping us give
veterans a meaningful voice.
Your support enables us to continue
making a difference in our schools
and communities.

VEP in the classroom

Cherie Rankin shares her story of serving
in Vietnam with the American Red Cross
at the Stoneleigh-Burnham School.

He was honest and
“didn’t
sugarcoat anything.

It’s amazing to see and feel
the emotion being let out
by someone speaking to
you personally.
Marine combat engineer
Victor Nunez-Ortiz practicing
disarming an IED in Iraq.
Victor helps educate audiences
about the causes and symptoms
of PTSD when he speaks
with VEP.

”

Student, Amherst-Pelham Regional H.S., 2011

Veteran Ray Elliott talks to students
about his service in the WWII segregated Army, sharing personal stories
of the “Double Victory” movement to
achieve victory over fascism abroad
and racism at home.

I speak in schools, I can offer a history
“ When
lesson, and I can offer some life lessons...

”

I can see in their faces they are listening and
learning. I can’t put a price tag on that!
Don Chevannes, VEP speaker and Board member,
Vietnam veteran, 2009

Dave Cohen, who was among
the Army troops liberating
Nazi concentration camps
during WWII, speaks at a
high school assembly.
WWII Navy Veteran Paul Slater
talks to a class at Frontier
Regional High School
in Deerfield.

P.O. Box 416, Amherst, MA 01004
(413) 253-4947 • vep@crocker.com
www.vetsed.org
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