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In an effort to overhaul the nation’s 
disparate healthcare systems and 
implement uniformity in the way health 
records and information are stored, the 
Office of the National Coordinator for 
Health Information Technology (ONC) 
was created in 2004 by the federal 
government to support health information 
technology (HIT) development, 
implementation, policy coordination, 
and governance nationwide. As a result 
of this push for stronger and more useful 
databases of electronically stored patient 
information and the resulting gap in 
trained personnel to handle this powerful 
tool, the Duke University Center for 
Health Informatics (DCHI) was one 
of  nine schools awarded an ONC grant 
in 2010 for university-based training of 
healthcare professionals.

In grand endeavors such as this 
certificate program in a new but 
increasingly important field, Duke 
University has often found it advantageous 
to partner with UNC-CH. In this instance 
with the ONC grant for developing HIT 
training, Duke contracted out part of 
the grant to UNC-CH’s Carolina Health 
Informatics Program (CHIP). This 
partnership has been instrumental in 
reaching out to public health students 
through the UNC-CH Gillings School of 
Public Health.

Dr. W. Ed Hammond, director of DCHI, 

said, “[There is 
a] long history 
of education 
between Duke 
and UNC-CH 
and this is a 
continuation of 
that.”

In securing 
the ONC grant 
and forming 
this partnership, 
Duke and UNC-
CH Healthcare 
Systems are 
staying up-to-
date on current 
technologies 
and trends in 
providing the 
best level of care.

“The healthcare system is extremely 
expensive in America and there is this big 
push to have electronic medical records 
and to cut the costs of how much America 
pays each year in healthcare,” said Heather 
Lewis, the health informatics coordinator 
of CHIP. “Now, the healthcare systems 
are in need of modernization. So [ONC] 
funded the creation of Duke Informatics 
and the CHIP at UNC-CH, and basically 
what the concept is about is bringing the 
medical world to the forefront of IT.”

“There are a lot of hoops to jump 
through for one medical office to receive 
your records from another medical office. 
One of the big aspects of the program is 
building the databases to create medical 
records,” Lewis explained.

Along with all of the modernization and 
revamping, the current healthcare systems 
will need the properly-trained medical 
personnel and specialists to handle the 
development, implementation, and 
everyday interactions of HIT.

“If you believe the numbers from the 
ONC, the statement is that we need over 
50,000 workers [trained in HIT] over the 
next 5 years, and we’re now into the 2nd 
year of that program,” Hammond said. 
“We think that there is a going to be a big 
demand for graduates.”

Relevant roles for graduates of these 
certificate programs include implementing 
new databases and developing existing 
frameworks for HIT, such as the Carolina 
Data Warehouse, where all patient 
information is electronically shared 
throughout the UNC-CH Health System.

 “The technology is new, the 
terminology is all new,” Lewis said. “A 
lot of people don’t stop to realize how far 
behind the healthcare systems are.”

The Duke-UNC-CH joint venture 
highlights the multidisciplinary goals of 
the ONC grant and of the field of HIT 
itself. In 2011, the program matriculated 
the first class of graduates of the certificate 
program in clinical information science. 
On the Duke side, the Fuqua School of 
Business is offering a one year master’s 
program in management of clinical 
informatics. At the Duke School of 
Nursing, there are certificate (one year) 
and master’s (two year) programs geared 
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Ned Brooks teaches a health informatics class over a conference call at the UNC-CH Gillings 
School of Public Health with the Carolina Health Informatics Program (CHIP). 

Grant improves technology for hospitals 

“Five universities have developed 20 courses, a pretty 
comprehensive set, for teaching a number of different 
roleplayers in health informatics. We’re now working on 
the 3rd version of those courses, and they’re downloadable 
at no cost from Oregon Health Sciences University. I think 
it’s in the vicinity of 150,000 of these units that have been 
downloaded,” Dr. W. Ed Hammond said.
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toward nurses who want more experience 
with HIT to give them an edge in the 
healthcare industry.

UNC-CH operates its certificates under 
the broad umbrella of CHIP, the UNC-
CH counterpart of DCHI, and offers 
three certificates through three different 
schools. The School of Information and 
Library Science, the Gillings School of 
Public Health, and the School of Nursing 
each have their own programs that reaches 
out to students with different focuses 
and career paths. Through this diverse 
combination, CHIP aims to bridge the 
areas of research, policy, management, and 
industry.

The money from the ONC grant goes 
in part to developing the curriculums for 
these diverse programs, bringing speakers 
in for seminars, and providing funding for 
students.

“In the university based training 
program, we provide stipends and 
tuition support so that the students can 
participate, and we provide some money 
for us to support teaching it,” Hammond 
said. 

One of the main goals of the partnership 
between Duke and UNC-CH is to 
provide flexibility and customization in 
the certificate programs so that students 
can tailor their curriculum to their own 
career goals. Hammond envisions Duke 
and UNC-CH switching off-and-on with 
teaching sets of classes to expose students 
to different learning environments, 
classmates, and practicum experiences, 
saying that he hopes to see “students 
moving back and forth without barriers.”

“Together we run a seminar series every 
Wednesday where we bring in speakers 
that are in the health IT world, we do 
video conferencing and share ideas and 
research that goes on across the campuses, 
and jointly we attend conferences to 
promote the programs,” Lewis said.

Flexibility and creativity are especially 
important in the growing field of HIT, 
since there are a wide range of applications 
that demand a solid understanding of how 
to use the technology and tools. 

“The roles include a clinical leader or 
a public health leader, includes health 
information management, includes health 
information privacy and security, research 
and development, programmers and 
software engineers, and specialists, so it 
really covers the spectrum,” Hammond 
said. “It’s like a buffet; you pick the courses 
that fit the roles that you’re interested in 
filling.” 

If you are interested in 
learning more about health 

information technology, 
Duke and UNC-CH also 
received a grant to help 

develop HIT curriculum 
for community colleges 

and public access. Check 
it out at: www.ncdhhs.gov/
healthit/workforce/index.

htm

THINK HEALTH THAT 
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 

COULD BE FOR YOU?

Already, research and graduates from 
CHIP and DCHI are being applied to 
real-world applications and are benefiting 
patients in North Carolina. Oakkar 
Oakkar, a recent CHIP graduate, co-
founded an online triage and health 
education start-up called KeonaHealth 
that electronically condenses medical 
information and records for patients 
and healthcare providers alike. Also at 
UNC-CH, Dr. Javed Mostafa, the director 
of CHIP and the Laboratory of Applied 
Informatics Research (LAIR), developed 
a medical system called ViewFinder 
that is designed to facilitate the retrieval 
and analysis of MRI data and may help 
physicians streamline the diagnosing 
process.

Graduates of the DCHI and CHIP 
certificate/masters’ programs have also 
quickly found room in this growing 
industry for their skills. 

g some of our own students at Duke and 
UNC-CH [Health Centers],” Hammond 
said. “One of the graduates from the 

Fuqua program was in one of the clinical 
departments here at Duke, and when he 
graduated he was promoted and given 
responsibility for the informatics of that 
group.”

The future of HIT is bright as 
demand and applications for healthcare 

professionals trained in the usage and 
development of HIT grow. Duke and 
UNC-CH have set themselves at the 
forefront of this new wave in delivering 
healthcare through a partnership between 
DCHI and CHIP and utilizing the federal 
ONC grant. 

Dr. Javed Mostafa demonstrates his ViewFinder Medicine (VfM) system which is designed to help physicians 
quickly gather and analyze MRI data.

Credit to CHIP. Dr. Javed Mostafa demonstrates his 
ViewFinder Medicine (VfM) system which is designed 
to help physicians quickly gather and analyze MRI 
data. (smiling dude stands next to a screen of brains) 


