Evidence Package Builder: Organizing Your First Claim
How you organize and present evidence affects VA's review. This guide walks through package structure, organization, and submission.
Evidence Package Structure
Recommended Order
1. 1. Cover Letter (brief summary)
1. 2. Evidence Index (list of contents)
1. 3. Personal Statement (veteran's account)
1. 4. Medical Evidence (diagnosis, severity documentation)
1. 5. Service Records (proof of service, service-connected condition)
1. 6. Lay Evidence (buddy statements, family statements)
1. 7. Nexus Letter (physician statement of service connection)
This order tells story: who you are, what happened, why service-connected, impact on you.
Cover Letter Format
One page introducing claim:
1. Veteran name, SSN, contact information
1. Brief summary: "Filing claim for service-connected PTSD from combat deployment"
1. Conditions claimed: list diagnostic codes if known
1. Effective date: request retroactive to separation if applicable
1. Describe general evidence included
Evidence Index
Purpose
Helps VA locate evidence and shows you organized claim:
1. Page numbers referenced
1. Document titles listed
1. Date of each document
1. Brief description of content
Example Index Entry
Page 1: Cover Letter (Submitted [Date])
Pages 2-4: Personal Statement - [Veteran Name] - Describes PTSD symptoms from combat deployment
Pages 5-8: DD Form 214 - [Veteran Name] - Proof of active duty service
Personal Statement Organization
Structure
1. 1. Service Information: dates, location, unit, job
1. 2. Service-Connected Event: what happened that caused condition
1. 3. Symptoms: specific symptoms and when they began
1. 4. Frequency and Severity: how often symptoms occur, how severe
1. 5. Occupational Impact: job loss, job changes, difficulty working
1. 6. Social/Family Impact: relationship strain, isolation
1. 7. Treatment: what you have tried, medication, therapy
1. 8. Current Status: how condition affects you today
Medical Evidence Organization
Compile
1. VA Form 21-0819 if available (C&P exam report)
1. Private medical records: organized chronologically
1. Test results: imaging, lab work, neuropsych testing
1. Medication list: current prescriptions
1. Nexus letter: physician statement of service connection
Presentation Tips
1. Tab each medical record with date
1. Highlight relevant passages: diagnosis, functional limitation, service connection discussion
1. Ensure legibility: copy clarity matters
Service Records Organization
Essential Documents
1. DD Form 214 (front page sufficient, but include full form)
1. Military medical records from service period
1. Service record jacket if available
1. Deployment records showing location/dates
Presentation Tips
1. Place DD Form 214 early in package (proves service)
1. Highlight service dates and unit information
1. If service records mention condition, highlight that passage
Lay Evidence Organization
Compile All Statements
1. Buddy statements from military service members
1. Family statements about condition impact
1. Employer statements if applicable
1. Arrange by witness relationship and knowledge period
Presentation Tips
1. Introduce each witness: "John Smith, [Witness] served with Veteran in Iraq 2004-2005"
1. Highlight specific observations: mark where witness describes symptoms or impact
1. Note consistent themes across statements: multiple witnesses describing same symptom = strong evidence
How to Organize Chronologically
Within each evidence type, arrange chronologically:
1. Service records: earliest to latest
1. Medical records: earliest to latest
1. Lay statements: group by witness relationship (military buddy, family, employer)
Chronological order shows evidence progression and symptom development over time.
What to Highlight and Why
1. Service-connection statements: any document mentioning link between service and condition
1. Diagnosis statements: medical provider explicitly stating diagnosis
1. Severity statements: language about functional limitation
1. Timeline statements: specific dates connecting condition onset to service
Submission Checklist
1. Cover letter: included and complete
1. Evidence index: accurate page numbers
1. Personal statement: signed and dated
1. Medical evidence: organized, legible, complete
1. Service records: DD 214 and military medical records
1. Lay evidence: all statements with contact information and signatures
1. Nexus letter: physician statement addressing service connection
1. Legibility: all documents clear and readable
1. Completeness: no missing pages or evidence
Where to Submit
VA.gov Upload (RECOMMENDED)
1. Fastest method: upload entire package
1. Log into VA.gov account
1. Navigate to claim status
1. Upload all documents as single PDF or multiple files
1. Confirmation received immediately
Mail to Regional Office
1. Identify serving regional office
1. Mail all evidence
1. Send certified mail for tracking
1. Allow 2-4 weeks for receipt
Follow-Up Process
1. After submission, check claim status weekly via VA.gov
1. Expect acknowledgment within 30 days
1. VA decision typically within 90-180 days
1. If decision pending beyond 6 months, follow up in writing
Common Package Mistakes to Avoid
1. Too much irrelevant information: focus on evidence supporting claimed condition
1. Missing key evidence: ensure nexus letter and medical documentation included
1. No index: VA struggles to find evidence
1. Illegible copies: ensure all documents readable
1. Undated documents: always include document date
1. No personal statement: veterans account is powerful evidence
1. Buddy statements missing: powerful lay evidence supporting claim
Strong, organized package increases likelihood of favorable decision.
