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Coordinator:
Good afternoon and thank you all for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen only mode. After the presentation the question and answer session will be by on online service only.

Today’s call is being recorded. If you have any objections you may disconnect at this time.


I will now turn the meeting over to Dr. Charles Friedman. You may begin.
Dr, Friedman:
Thank you very much. Good afternoon everyone. This is Chuck Friedman from The Office of the National Coordinator for Health IT. I’m joined here today by my colleague Michelle Murray from the office and you will be hearing Michelle’s voice likely answering some of your questions later on in this session.


This is the technical assistance call for Information Technology Professionals in Health Care, the Competency Examination program.

For those of you who are logged in on your computers, I will be speaking with reference to a set of slides that you will see displayed. For those of you who are just on the phone, I will be pretty much reading most of these slides, so you will get most of the content of the slides by voice only.

I’ll now actually begin the presentation on Slide 3.

Let me say a few words about how we’re going to handle questions and answers during the call. Those of you who are logged in and submit your questions electronically by using the questions tab at the top of your screen as was said by the operator before I came on the line. We will only accept electronically submitted questions on this call. We will not accept questions by telephone.


However, follow-up questions can be emailed to HITCompetencyExam@hhs.gov. That’s H-I-T competency exam at hhs.gov with nothing in between HIT, competency and exam.


This invitation to send follow-up questions is an open invitation for people who were logged in by computer who might have questions later as well as folks who were only on the phone who then can only submit the questions by email.


Moving on to Slide 4, we’ll now get into a description of the program. This program is one of our HITECH Act priority grant programs that are designed as a group to lead the nation to meaningful use of health IT by 2014.


Several other of these health IT priority grant programs have been announced already and are in various stages of applications being submitted, reviewed and ultimately some of them are being awarded.


One such program is the health IT Regional Extension Center program which was announced in August of this past year. Another such program is the program for grants to states and state-designated entities for health information exchange also announced in August of last year.


Then there is the workforce program, of which the program that is the subject of this call is part. All of these workforce programs are authorized in Section 3016 of the HITECH Act which relates to funding to train a skilled workforce. All of these programs for workforce work in pursuit of the goal of insuring the adoption of EHRs, of providing information exchange for providers and public health authorities, all of this leading to higher quality, more cost-efficient and patient-focused health care.


Moving on to Slide 5, this slide shows the four components of the workforce program. We announced in December, or was it late November? It was in late November, a program to establish regional consortia of community colleges to educate health IT workforce members and specifically six health IT workforce rolls would be the targets of this program.

We also announced in early December a program of Curriculum Development Centers that would produce high quality disseminable curriculum materials in support of training for the same six health IT workforce roles that are the targets of the Community College Consortia program.


The third bullet on this slide, the Competency Examination development program is the third component of the overall workforce program and you’ll be hearing a lot more about that on this call.  The fourth bullet of the slide calls out the fourth component of the workforce program complimentary to these which is a program of University-Based Training.


This program of University-Based Training is directed also at six health IT workforce roles but these are six different roles than that targeted by the Community College Consortia program, the Curriculum Development Centers and as you will hear as well, the Competency Examination Development program.

Moving on to Slide 6. Just repeating a bit of what I said earlier. This funding opportunity is for development of a Competency Examination program.


The awards will be via one cooperative agreement to be funded under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. The funding opportunity announcement for this program was released on December 17 of this past year.


Slide 7, for those of you watching this slide you’ll see this is a fairly wordy slide and for the benefit of those who are just listening I am going to read most of this slide.


So, this slide describes the Competency Examination program in somewhat more detail. It begins by stating that the purpose of the program is to provide assistance to institutions of higher education, or consortia thereof, to support the development and initial administration of a set of health information technology competency examinations.


I want to emphasize that by law, by the instruction of the HITECH Act, we are required to award this grant to an institution of higher education, or a consortia thereof, that is the only type of institution, by law, as the HITECH Act was written to which this grant can be awarded.


The awardee in this program will create an objective mechanism to assess competency for individuals trained through short duration, non-degree health IT programs such as the programs of the major colleges of the five regional community college consortia that I mentioned earlier.


And these examinations can be used also to assess competency for members of the health IT workforce with relevant experience or other types of training in health and/or IT who are seeking to demonstrate their competency in one or more of the workforce roles addressed by the Community College Consortia program and the Curriculum Development Centers program.

That completes Slide 7.


Moving on to Slide 8.


This slide illustrates the six specific health IT workforce roles that are the targets of this program, the Community College Consortia program and the Curriculum Development Centers program.


You can think of these programs as having that in common. They are all directed at the same set of six health IT workforce roles, a preparation for which is seen as requiring relatively short-term training.

The six roles as shown at the bottom of the slide and as described in more detail in the FOA include practice workflow and information management redesign specialists, clinicians and/or practitioners who become health IT consultants, implementation support specialists, implementation managers, technical and/or software support staff and health IT trainers.


As I said, I’m not going to describe what these roles are in great detail. They are described in much more detail in the FOA and those of you who are interested in learning more about the other components of the workforce program, the Community College program and the Curriculum Development Centers which really team up with this program and are directed at the same six health IT roles for targets might find it useful to read through the other FOA’s.


Moving on to Slide 9.

This slide addresses this specific program in a bit more detail and offers a bit more information.


The first point to make is that approximately $6 million is available in this program for one, just one, cooperative agreement for a two-year project period. This would be inclusive of all indirect costs. So, institutions with indirect costs would have to include those indirect costs in their budget such that the total does not exceed $6 million.


Second point, we would expect that faculty experts from community colleges and university participating in program and curriculum development will provide the domain knowledge to structure the examinations and compose the test items.


Third, the content of the examinations would also be validated with stakeholders including industry and employer groups and finally to round out the features of the program that we would expect to be addressed in the applications for funding. The awardee institution will either have within itself or will contract for expertise and psychometrics and the exam construction process. So we expect these exams to be professionally developed.

Moving on to Slide 10.


Another feature of the program is the establishment of the examinations as part of a national workforce program. And to this end there are two additional features built into the program. The first of which, the examinations will be administered at no charge to the first 10,000 examinees and the cost for administering the examination at no charge to the examinees for the first 10,000 should be built into the project budgets not to exceed $6 million.


Also, the grantee will be asked to develop a framework for sustaining the examination program after the project period ends. Developing a framework is akin to developing a logic for how the program will continue and how decisions will be made about how the program will continue. We are not asking applicants to determine exactly how, two years hence, the program will continue beyond the end of the project period.


The final point on Slide 10 is that this award will not address the establishment of a formal program of professional certification. This is important and I want to repeat that. This award will not address the establishment of a formal program of professional certification. A professional certification in this context is seen by us as very different from establishing the examination mechanism which might be a component of professional certification but the examination and certification are seen by us as distinct and only the examination development is a focus of the program we are discussing here today. That completes Slide 10.


We can move on to Slide 11.


This slide details what we are expecting the grantee to do in the course of establishing the Competency Examination program. We are expecting the grantee to refine the existing workforce role competency descriptions, that is the competency descriptions that currently exist and can be found in the FOAs, to a greater level of specificity necessary to construct a competency examination.


We are also expecting the grantee to create a detailed plan for implementation of the examination program. We are expecting the grantee to develop and implement a system that supports ongoing computer-based assessment of examinees including a mechanism to manage a dynamic and secure test item pool.


We’re expecting the grantee to develop a set of guidelines for the administration of the examinations. We are expecting the grantee to develop an test initial versions of the examinations and revise them as needed.


And finally we are expecting the grantee, as I said before, to administer the examinations free of charge to the first 10,000 examinees.


That completes Slide 11.


Moving on to Slide 12.

This is a cooperative agreement and as such ONC will work with the awardee to determine the final form of the examination program. And finally for this slide, to clarify a specific point, applicants may propose an approach to the overall program that has six separate examinations, one for each targeted workforce role, or a general examination that has specialized sections within it.  We are also open to innovative approaches that we have not anticipated in detail with the approaches articulated on this slide as long as the innovative approaches are responsive to all the criteria of the program as explicated elsewhere. We are open to those innovative approaches.

Slide 13 illustrates key milestones for the program. We’ll talk a little bit later about key milestones for the application process. This slide illustrates the key milestones for the issuance of the awards going forward or the dates over which the actual execution of the program will unfold.


The awards will be issued sometime in March of this year. In September of this year, at least in the Community College Consortia program, and this is a requirement, the Community College Consortia program’s instruction within these community colleges is approximately 70 of them will begin using the curriculum materials. And the students will begin in the 70 institutions their course of studies toward the six targeted workforce goals.


Just to clarify that, we expect that each student in the program will be prepared for one of the six roles, but of course over the program as a whole, all six roles will be addressed.


We are expecting that, by January 2011, the first administrations of the examinations will begin and that, in the spring of 2011 and in the spring of 2012, there will be ongoing revisions of the examinations.

Moving on to Slide 14.


I think it’s implicit in a lot of the things I said earlier that development of this program, if it’s going to be maximally effective and successful, will require a great deal of collaboration through many modalities. This slide lays out the collaborations that we envisioned. One form of collaboration will be collaboration with community colleges and subject matter experts to ensure that the examinations are suitable for a community college student population and the other types of individuals who are expected to be examinees.


Another mode of collaboration will engage the grantee with industry and employer groups to ensure that the examinations will be responsive to the workforce needs as seen by those stakeholders in industry and elsewhere.  The third mode of collaboration is work with professional psychometricians or organizations offering psychometric services and demonstrating expertise in the area of competency examinations.


This sort of repeats what I said earlier that we expect these exams to be professionally developed and to incorporate a state of the art test development and administration method.


Slide 15 goes to key steps with anticipated dates in the application and award process. First, moving a little bit back in time the FOA was released, as I said earlier, on December 17, 2009.


The letter of intent, and I’ll say something more about the letter of intent in a moment, actually the due date for the letter of intent shown on this slide is incorrect. This slide shows the 6th as the deadline for the letter of intent but the actual deadline is January 8. That’s January 8, this Friday at 11:59 pm Eastern Standard Time is the deadline for the letter of intent.


The letter of intent should be mailed to a different email address than the one that is shown on this slide and it’s the email address that I read to you earlier. It’s HITCompetencyExam@hhs.gov. When these slides are posted they will be corrected. Let me just report the letter of intent is due on January 8 by 11:59 pm and it should be mailed to HITCompetencyExam@hhs.gov.


Before I go on, let me just say with regard to the letter of intent, that while it is optional and we will accept an application from an applicant who has not filed a letter of intent, it would really, really, really, really help us to have a letter of intent from you if you are indeed planning to apply. This will help us plan for the review and other things that have to occur down the road. So please, if you are planning to apply, do send us a letter of intent.


Full applications are due on January 25 of this year also by 11:59 pm Eastern Standard Time. These must be submitted electronically to grants.gov. We will be executing a cooperative agreement with the awardee during the month of March 2010 .  Work on the exam development activities can commence immediately after the award is consummated.


Moving on to Slide 16, a few words about the application process. Because the applications must be submitted electronically via grants.gov, it is first necessary to register with grants.gov and you can do that at the grants.gov Web site; www.grants.gov.


It is necessary to obtain a DUNS number. To do that you can call the DUNS number request line at 866-705-5711. That’s 866-705-5711 for the DUNS number.


You can download the application from grants.gov for this competition. We are asking you to submit a letter of intent and required attachments to the letter of intent by January 8, 2010, to HITCompetencyExam@hhs.gov and once again the date on this slide isn’t correct. It will be corrected on the slides that are posted. The deadline is January 8 for the letters of intent.


However, the deadline for submission of applications is correct as shown on the slide. It’s January 25 and the complete application and all required attachments must be uploaded electronically to grants.gov by January 25 at 11:59 pm.


Slide 17 calls out some resources that can help you. If you need assistance with grants.gov, you have two options; you could email support at grants.gov or you can call the grants.gov helpline, 800-518-4726. That’s 800-518-4726.  As we’ve said earlier, for general program questions, you can email HITCompetencyExam@hhs.gov.


We do want to tell you at this point that should you email us, we cannot provide specific guidance that would be detailed to the specific circumstances of individual applicants. We cannot tell you how to complete your application to conform to specific circumstances that exist at your institution.


We can, however, provide you guidance and advice about the program, how it is structured and what the intent of the FOA is and you should feel free to ask us general questions of that type.


We will be posting an FAQ about this program and we will be updating it frequently as more questions come in, so we encourage you to check the web site frequently. It may be the case that a question you have has already been answered.


So we are now going to take questions from the conference participants. If you’re logged in, you can submit your question electronically using the questions tab at the top of your screen. Unanswered questions will be addressed in the FAQ on the ONC Web site, healthIT.hhs.gov, and as I said earlier, you can submit follow-up questions to the email address that I’ve already read too many times.

The slides and a transcript of this technical assistance call will be posted on the ONC Web site within a few days and the slides will have the corrected dates on them.

We are going to answer both questions that are coming in in real time during this session and we will answer, for the benefit of everyone who has joined us today, some questions that have already come in about this program.


So we’ll move into that part of the program in just a moment. I’ll be right back with you.


Okay, so the first question goes, “Who is likely to take this examination or set of examinations? The best answer really comes directly from the FOA. The examinations described under this funding opportunity announcement will enable health IT professionals to assess their own health IT competency levels or employers and other stakeholders to assess the competency of their health IT staff members.  The examinations may also be used by employers to identify training gaps and personnel needs integral to achieving meaningful use of electronic health information.  So this exam is really intended to serve a variety of purposes and we hope the design of it will enable the satisfaction of many of these intended uses.

So we have a related question that just came in.“Please describe the type of student you envision who will be taking these examinations?” There will be lots of types of people who will be taking these examinations. I think the answer I just read describes this in general. I think if you want to focus on a archetypal student who will be taking the exam, you might want to take a look at the Community College Consortia funding opportunity announcement. 
We certainly envision that most, if not all, of the graduates of the programs of the 70 community colleges will be among those who are taking this examination. So that will be a good piece of guidance for you if you want to zero in more closely on who the customers for this activity will be.


Another question we received earlier:”Is this just one examination or a set of examinations?” I think this was covered a little bit in the slides.  Under the terms of the cooperative agreement, ONC will work with the awardee to determine the final form of the program.  As we said in the slides, applicants may propose an approach with six separate exams, one targeted for each role, or one general exam with specialized sections for each role. We’re also very receptive to innovative approaches appropriate to this new and evolving subject matter domain.


So another question: “How are institutions of higher education defined? Do they include undergraduate and graduate degree program offering institutions and also community colleges?” And the answer to that question is yes, it includes undergraduate and graduate degree awarding institutions and also community colleges.


Just reiterating a point I made earlier, the statute that authorizes this program requires that the recipient organization be an institution of higher education which leads into the next question which is closely related to this point.  “Please confirm that ‘consortia thereof’ allows for institutions of higher education coming together under the organizational umbrella of an entity that may or may not be an institution of higher learning.”  So, actually we cannot confirm that. Let me be very clear about this that Section 3016 of the HITECH Act authorizes applications from and assistance too institutions of higher education only, thus allowing a professional organization or a trade association to apply as a leader of a consortium would not be appropriate in the view of our department.  However, I would add that trade associations and professional organizations could participate in this program as contractors if they are contractors engaged as part of an application submitted by an institution of higher education. So to be very clear, we can only accept applications from institutions of higher education. Other kinds of organizations with relevant expertise and services to provide may participate in the program as contractors as part of an application submitted by an institution of higher education.


Okay, so a related question is:  “Are non-profit organizations eligible to apply for this grant?” I’m interpreting this question to mean can a non-profit organization be an applicant institution? The answer is only if it is an institution of higher education.

Okay, next question. This one asks: “What is meant by a professional psychometrician? What services do they provide? And where do you suggest we find this type of expertise?”  Paraphrasing a dictionary definition, psychometrics is the branch of psychology that deals with the design, administration, and interpretation of quantitative tests for the measurement of psychological attributes, one of which is educational achievement.  I hope that’s helpful as sort of basic guidance.  We cannot offer you specific suggestions as to where to find this type of expertise, but there are many organizations that can provide this kind of expertise in support of an effort such as this one.


Next question:  “Are applicants required to provide the names of domain experts for examination development committees?”  So, the application should include an organizational capability statement that details the roles to be played by various individuals and should supply biosketches or brief resumes for key project personnel. We don’t require that applicants provide the names of domain experts for the examination development committees. You certainly should describe the criteria and mechanisms for choosing these members.  As a very, very general statement I would add that the more detail and the more about the aspects of the development process such as this one that are specified in the application, the better. That’s a generality but it is almost always the case that it is to the betterment of an application when you can provide these kinds of specifics.


We had a question from an individual who does not apparently anticipate being part of an application but who would like to work for one of the future awardees.  All we can say here is that this individual or anyone like him or her can approach the awardee after that awardee is publicly announced and that will take place some time in March.  We can’t do any matching up of the awardee with individuals that might wish to work on this project as employees nor can we, and we have received this question on many of our other programs, maintain a kind of repository of entities that are interested in participating and match them up with each other. This is not a service we can provide.


We’ve been asked how this program is linked with other workforce programs and with the Regional Extension Center program. I think I made the point earlier, maybe more than once, that there are direct linkages around the targeting of the same six workforce roles with the Community College Consortia program and the Curriculum Development Centers.  There is certainly a link to the Regional Extension Centers program. It’s kind of indirect but we do expect that many of the examinees who will work in these six targeted roles will end up finding employment in the Regional Extension Centers.


Another question. “We have relevant material and expertise in developing examinations. How much information should we include in the appendices?”  
I think in general it’s very important to advise applicants to document their experience in developing examinations, not just to state that they have it and it will also be important to include any specific information related to an applicant’s experience that ties this experience directly to health information technology as the focused domain for this program.


We’ve also been asked if there’s a preferred format for curriculum vitae biosketches. This is up to your discretion. We don’t have a preferred or required format but obviously what you should showcase in these biosketches is the relevant experience of the key personnel.

“Are applicants required to submit a detailed budget for both years of the award and what is the maximum total cost?” I mentioned that the maximum total cost cannot exceed $6 million and this is inclusive of indirect costs. In other words, the total budget direct plus indirect cost together cannot exceed $6 million and we would expect to see a detailed budget for both years of the award.


Let’s see, next question.  “If an applicant plans to use a contractor to support their work, must a budget be submitted for each contractor?”  The answer is yes. If contractors will be used, detailed budget narratives and justifications must be provided for each contractor for each year of potential grant funding.


Okay, next question. “Do we have to budget for a community college consortium person to work with us if we are awarded the grant or is that coming out of their funding?”  Good question. The answer is the Community College Consortia, that other program of our larger workforce program, is not being specifically funded to work with this program.  So if you are planning to use, as part of your competency examination program, one or more individuals who are part of community colleges in the consortium, you should budget for their time in your Competency Examination proposal. They will not be budgeting for it in theirs.


Okay. “Does the applicant institution have to have an established degree granting program in health information technology, health informatics or health information management? Will an applicant institution be competitive if they have a program that is under development but has faculty with the required capabilities?”  The answer here is that this is not a yes or no screening criterion for the applicant to have such a program in place. I think if you look at the review criteria on Page 20 of the FOA, you’ll see that this is factored into the review criteria but not having such a program does not disqualify anyone from applying.  Or if they apply, it does not disqualify them from having their application reviewed.


Another very good question. “How would receiving this grant affect eligibility for the other funding opportunity announcements in the workforce program? Could the same institution get multiple grants or is the intent to spread them out among institutions?”  
Each of the four component programs of the workforce program are completely independent and the applications will be reviewed separately.


More questions.


“Can part of the sustainability plan be the development of a professional certification with the exam as part of that certification?”  Good question. As I said earlier, the sustainability plan will be a framework for the grantee to work with ONC to consider how this testing program will be sustained. I think it would be appropriate to contemplate either explicitly or implicitly as part of developing a sustainability plan where professional certification figures into this.  But I do want to emphasize and answer in this question that you don’t have to tell us in your application how this program is going to continue after the two-year project period ends.  What we’re asking you to do is tell us what factors need to be taken into account in figuring out how the program will continue. Probably as much as I can say about that.


The next question, interesting question. “The first 10,000 people concept is difficult to understand. How will this be measured? I guess it will be measured one person at a time.”  We are basically saying that, when the exam goes live, presumably the applicant will have contemplated and proposed some kind of schedule for administration of the exam that will allow individuals to register for it, take it and get their results.  And we are asking once the door is open and the shingle is hung for this exam, for the applicant to be prepared and to have budgeted for the administration of this exam to 10,000 people.


Now, I see an interesting point in here and this may be what you meant, what does 10,000 people mean? Does it mean 10,000 unique examinees or does it mean 10,000 administrations of the exam because some people may sit for the examination twice. I think I can go a little bit out on a limb, since we hadn’t thought about this, and say that it’s 10,000 administrations, not 10,000 unique examinees.  Okay, we will clarify in the FAQ, but I think in your budgeting, and I think this is consistent with the way we thought about this, that guidance will probably suggest that you budget for 10,000 administrations not 10,000 unique individuals some of whom may take the exam more than once.  Very good question.  

“How will employers become aware of the new and specialized exam results?” I think that we’d be interested in you telling us how you think this should be done rather than us telling you how we think you think this should be done.  So, put your ideas about this, and I think this goes to the issue of not only what the question directly asks but the larger issue of how will the results be reported, and that should certainly be included in your applications as part of your plan.


“Are you addressing only non-credit courses or will credit courses be included?” If you read the – and I’ll speak just with reference to the Community College Consortia Program. If you read the FOA for that program, you will see that the emphasis in that program is on individuals who will have taken a credit-bearing courses of study in those institutions.


That said, and I hope it was clear in some remarks that I made earlier, there will be some and maybe many individuals taking this examination who are not graduates of these community college programs, who are taking the exam for other and equally legitimate and important purposes. So there’s going to be a wide range of people we anticipate taking these exams.

“Can these tests be offered online?” The answer is yes. That’s the mode of administration that we are anticipating.


“Can a post-secondary diploma granting institution apply that is non-degree granting?” As long as it’s an institution of higher education, that institution can apply.

Let’s see. Okay, another question.


“Should Curriculum Development Centers use the competency exam to guide the development of the training center under that program?  The exam is testing the students who use the curriculum, right?” Yes. We see a close working relationship as this unfolds between the Curriculum Development Centers that are producing these nationally disseminable materials, the Community College Consortia and the Competency Examination program.


As I said before, we see many different kinds of individuals taking this exam to meet many different purposes. One group that we are quite certain will be interested in taking this exam are the graduates of the programs of the 70 or so community colleges that will be part of these consortia. And by and large, must of the education of these students in these 70 community colleges will have been supported by the materials developed in these Curriculum Development Centers. So all these dots do indeed connect together.


Okay, we were asked, “What are the criteria for award?” And let me just say to these individuals interested in this question that the FOA is very specific about the criteria. I believe they are on Page 20. The applications will undergo objective review using Department of Health and Human Services objective review methods and if you look at Pages 19 and 20 of the FOA, you will not only see the review criteria, you will also see the number of points that are awarded with regard to each of these criteria.

So, let me see. That exhausts the questions that I have. These are great questions. And do we have anymore? Let me just wait a second and see if any others come in.

Did any others come in? Okay. Well, we think we have answered all the questions we’ve received.  So with that said, I think we will draw the session to a close. I will remind everybody that additional questions can be submitted by email, that we will post the slides, the transcript of this session, the FAQ on our web site.  The FAQ will be updated with additional questions and answers to those questions that come in subsequent to this call.


I hope you found this session helpful. I want to wish everybody a good afternoon and a happy new year.


Thanks very much.
END
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