
Building Effective
Educational Alliances 
to Deliver High 
Quality Learning

The University of Chicago Hospitals
(UCH) is one of the nation's premier patient
care, research, and educational hospital
centers. Scientists and physicians at the
University have made fundamental contri-
butions to medical science, including the
first use of hormone therapy for cancer, the
development of the field of sleep research,
and the first living donor liver transplant.
Located on the University's campus in
Chicago, UCH, which includes three hospi-
tals and the Center for Advanced Medicine.
The hospital employs 4,300 people. It is rou-
tinely selected as one of the 15 best hospitals
in the United States by U.S. News & World
Report in its annual survey of America's
nearly 7,000 hospitals.

Nine years ago, UCH addressed the chal-
lenges of an increasingly competitive,
rapidly changing health care environment.
These challenges included: improving
patient care, reducing costs, building a
pipeline of skilled employees in high demand
occupations (particularly in nursing),
responding to diverse patients and
employees, and integrating new technologies
into the delivery of health care. To prepare
its workforce for the future, UCH developed
a new strategy: build a culture of continuous
learning by developing learning systems and
forming effective partnerships with staff and
with educational institutions. This was a sig-
nificant departure from the usual practice of
conducting one-time training events and
mandating education primarily for regula-
tory compliance.

To implement this strategy, UCH
decided that it was necessary to establish an
infrastructure for preparing staff for new
roles and responsibilities that would achieve
the following goals.

! Align learning initiatives with business 
needs of the organization 

! Develop organizational citizenship
! Support principles of lifelong learning 
! Provide learning opportunities for 

employees at all levels 

! Prepare managers for expanded roles of
mentoring, coaching, and training 

! Provide instructional resources for 
development of job-specific curricula 

! Serve as a vehicle for organizational and
cultural change 

UCH AAcademy

In 1993, UCH launched the Academy as
the vehicle for transforming the organiza-
tion's culture through learning initiatives.
This was one of the first corporate universi-
ties in the health care industry.

The Academy's learning priorities are
established and reviewed by an advisory
board whose members include the CEO,
COO, VP for Finance, VP and Chief Human
Resources Officer, VPs of major operational
units, and representatives from the Board of
Trustees and medical staff. The Advisory
Board allocates the resources needed to
support learning initiatives. The Academy is
composed of 10 staff members and a Chief
Learning Officer. To accomplish its goals, the
Academy leverages a network of learning
partners and hospital staff with the
expertise to teach and mentor.

Critical to the development of a contin-
uous learning culture within the
organization is the top-level commitment to
the process. At UCH, members of the
Advisory Board and other senior executives
help develop and review courses and also
serve as faculty in the Academy. These mod-
eling behaviors send a clear message to staff
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throughout the organization that participa-
tion in learning initiatives is encouraged and
valued. According to Judy Schueler, Chief
Learning Officer & Executive Director of the
UCH Academy, "Our CEO is a major pres-
ence and participant in learning events and
initiatives. He facilitates and participates in
courses, sponsors our leadership forums, and
participates in all graduations. And most
important, he continually communicates the
basic philosophy that if we have a true
learning environment where everyone
learns, this will be a better place to work." 

A LLearning RResource 
Network oof PPartners

The Academy assumes responsibility for
the planning and implementation of the
learning priorities established by the UCH
Advisory Board. To implement these priori-
ties, the Academy has developed key
partnerships to create a learning resource
network comprised of internal staff, local 
colleges/universities, community-based
agencies, professional associations, health
care affiliates, and suppliers. These partner-
ships broaden the expertise for training
initiatives, increase flexibility in the delivery
of "just-in-time training," and reduce the
costs associated with a large in-house
training and education staff.

The Academy serves as a learning
resource to UCH "for achieving distinguish-
able service quality to our patients, visitors,
and internal customers." But the mission of
the Academy, as an "integrated arm of all
other business units, is much broader than
simply delivering training and education
activities. It is to improve the overall per-
formance of the employees." The Academy
serves as a vehicle for managing organiza-
tional change. So far, the following
organizational improvements have been crit-
ical in building and supporting a patient
care environment.

! A comprehensive hiring and selection 
process using internally developed 
behavioral interview tools

! A new employee orientation program for
building organizational affiliation and 
introducing hospital-wide services

! A comprehensive approach to developing
leaders

! A performance appraisal process linking
service standards and workplace compe-
tencies to employee performance ratings

! Opportunities for employees to earn 
college degrees/certificates onsite 

! A broadened tuition reimbursement 
program that now covers part-time 
employees

! An employee recognition process that 
links individual and team performance 
to patient satisfaction 

! New systems that quickly provide feed
back from employees and patients

The Academy informs UCH staff about
its education and training offerings through
newsletters, meetings with supervisors,
counseling sessions, departmental meetings,
e-mails, and forums. In addition, there is an
ongoing company-wide advertising cam-
paign about the benefits of education and
learning.

Using LLearning aand DDevelopment 
to RRecruit aand RRetain TTop TTalent

The University of Chicago Hospitals
strongly believe that their learning and
development activities are an effective
means to recruit and retain good employees.
In several focus groups about retention, the
Academy learned that employees who feel
they are unable to perform their jobs compe-
tently are much more likely to leave. The
Hospitals have found that providing training
at the right time in the right amount helps
employees succeed on the job and feel more
confident in their abilities. This increases
the likelihood that they will remain longer
at UCH. Job applicants have reported that
UCH's comprehensive training and educa-
tion program gives UCH an edge in
attracting recruits.

To support the organizational transfor-
mation, a comprehensive three-day Service
Orientation Certificate program was devel-
oped. With an emphasis on service quality,
the program focuses on building organiza-
tional and individual competencies for 
the delivery of patient-centered care.
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New employees complete the program before
reporting to their work units. Staff employed
before 1993 had to complete it within an 18-
month time frame. Both the service
orientation program and a corresponding
management and leadership development
program focus on developing a "shared
vision" of service quality and pride in indi-
vidual and team performance. These are
critical elements in creating a culture that
values employee participation and supports
the acquisition of new skills for improving
organizational performance.

Designing aand DDelivering 
Learning SSolutions

The UCH Academy develops and over-
sees a wide array of learning solutions that
include customized internal training aimed
at solving specific work problems, profes-
sional development courses, e-learning, and
degree and certificate programs. Annual
strategies, developed by department man-
agers, staff, and the Academy, form the basis
of what learning activities are required each
year. Academy staff function as internal con-
sultants. They respond to business unit
requests and help the units design the best
approaches and learning delivery methods
to address their needs.

To help employees work more effectively
with patients and their families in conflict
situations, Academy staff, unit managers,
and employees produced a video of encoun-
ters with patients. This video aids discussion
of opportunities to improve service and
overall care. Support Services, in conjunc-
tion with Patient Transportation Unit
employees, developed a new concept of a 

"lift team" and taught others how to use it to
reduce back injuries that result from patient
lifting. This was piloted in one unit and is
now being introduced in the Intensive Care
Unit.

Currently, the Academy is launching a
virtual university to deliver Web-based
courses on regulatory compliance to achieve
paperless records. Currently about 10
percent of learning activities are computer-
based, and the Academy expects this to
increase to about 30 percent in the next two
years. But, according to Schueler, "Learning
should neither be all computer-based
training nor all instructor-led. It must be
blended." In the Academy's leadership
course on coaching, participants access on-
line exercises and information to create a
level knowledge field for the class sessions
before classes begin. In-class material, such
as theory and its applications, is delivered
through instructor presentations, discus-
sions, and role-playing. After classes are
completed, online follow-up tools are avail-
able to reinforce knowledge retention_a way
to address the post-class learning drop-off
problem.

The Academy also offers professional
development courses on work time that
include topics such as professional writing,
managing change, creating a paperless

office, the hiring process, cultural
differences, and time manage-
ment. Managers report that these
courses are very popular.

The Academy provides addi-
tional learning opportunities
through fellowships, scholarships,
and "gift of learning" award pro-
grams. These support individual
educational plans and informal
learning for such purposes as
improving performance manage-

ment or decision-making skills, benchmarking
site visits on "best practices," as well as team
learning directed at process improvements.
A team, for example, may receive funding to
explore new technologies to improve organi-
zational performance, attend national
forums or seminars, or serve internships
that help the hospital enhance patient care.
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Alliances wwith EEducational IInstitutions

Through its "Partners in Education"
program, the Academy has formed several
partnerships with educational institutions
in the Chicago area to offer convenient and
customized degree and certificate programs.
These programs are designed to reduce the
barriers that often discourage full-time
employees from pursuing advanced degrees,
such as high tuition costs and the challenge
of juggling work, class attendance, studying,
and personal responsibilities.

The Academy selects educational part-
ners based upon both their program
offerings and their willingness to meet the
life/work balance needs of staff. The educa-
tional partner must deliver the program
onsite at UCH, typically one or two nights a
week.

Partners collaborate with the Academy
to review course syllabi to identify opportu-
nities to customize courses by incorporating
actual UCH work situations, problems, and
case studies. Senior management staff of the
Hospitals often facilitate courses.

The University of Chicago Hospitals'
tuition reimbursement program covers up to
75 percent (up to $2,000 per employee per
year) of tuition. To ease up-front costs for
degree programs, the schools will cover a
portion of the up-front tuition fees. UCH
then pays the remaining costs when the
student successfully completes the course. In
addition, some students are eligible for
further support through a scholarship
program, which may provide up to $3,000
per year. All employees are entitled to two
paid education days and $200 annually; and
after five years of employment, three educa-
tion days and $300.

Through its alliances with educational
institutions, the following degrees and cer-
tificates are offered:

! MBA Degree (Keller Graduate School 
of Management and Olivet Nazarene 
University)

! Master of Arts Degree in Individual
Professional Studies (DePaul 
University)

! Master of Science Degree in 
Advanced Practice Nursing
(DePaul University)

! Master's Degree in Health 
Administration (Governors State 
University)

! Bachelor's Degree in Health Care 
Administration (Governor State 
University)

! Graduate Certificate in 
OrganizationDevelopment 
(Benedictine University)

! Bachelor of Science Degree in 
Nursing (St. Xavier University and 
University of Illinois at Chicago)

! Associate of Applied Science Degree
in Nursing (Moraine Valley 
Community College)

! Certified Nurse Assistant Program
(Wright College)

! Associate of Applied Science Degree
in Accounting (College of DuPage)

! Associate of Arts Degree (Harold 
Washington College)

! Certificate in Billing and Coding
(College of DuPage)

! Certificate in Surgical Technology 
(Malcolm X College)

! Certificate in Addictions 
Counseling (College of DuPage)

! Certificate in American Sign 
Language Studies (Columbia College 
of Chicago)

! Spanish for Healthcare 
Professionals (Spanish Studios)

Some of these educational partnerships
address specific skill shortages at the hos-
pital. For example, the certificate in medical
billing and coding addresses a shortage, at
the hospital and throughout the region, of
certified coding professionals, who are essen-
tial for hospital billing systems and medical
record-keeping. The onsite customized
Surgical Technologist Certificate program,
developed with Triton College, addresses
another critical shortage. Students in this
program are able to work at UCH almost
full-time and, at the same time, get credit for
class work, internships, and practicums. Ten
of the 11 students who began the 18-month
program completed it, and all were hired by
the Hospitals. Four years later, 80 percent
are still with UCH. These partnership 
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programs help UCH develop pools of candi-
dates for hard-to-fill positions in critical skill
areas.

Because of the acute nursing shortage
around the country, recruiting and retaining
top nursing talent has been designated a
strategic priority. Consequently, the
Hospitals have leveraged their commitment
to continuing professional education by
developing learning opportunities to specifi-
cally attract and retain quality nurses. For
several years, the Hospitals have hosted pro-
grams with leading nursing schools to

enable nurses to complete a bachelor of
science degree in nursing (BSN) or a master
of science degree (MSN) in advanced prac-
tice nursing onsite. These have been very
popular and over 80 UCH nurses are cur-
rently participating in BSN completion
programs with St. Xavier University or the
University of Illinois at Chicago and an
MSN program with DePaul University. In
Fall 2002, UCH will begin to offer an

Associate's degree in nursing through
Moraine Valley Community College so qual-
ified staff can progress towards becoming
registered nurses.

UCH also provides internships and
practicums for employees enrolled in pro-
grams with the educational partners. These
enable employees to gain critical hands-on
experience; and because they take place on
the job, employees can fulfill their educa-
tional requirements without taking time off
from work.

"Partners in Education is a win-win sit-
uation for employees and the University of

Chicago Hospitals,"
said the Academy
Operations Manager.
"Employees appre-
ciate the Hospitals'
support for their edu-
cation. Employees gain
a portable credential
they can use to move
laterally or upward
within the organiza-
tion. In turn, the
Hospitals gain an
employee who has
invested time and
effort in developing
skill sets that the
organization can use,
and who is more
strongly committed to
the Hospitals and
their goals."

The success of the
Academy's initiatives,
from its carefully con-
ceived infrastructure
and its close relation
to management, to its
educational ideas and

innovative implementation, has propelled it
beyond the walls of UCH to form the
Academy Connection. The Academy
Connection is a division of the UCH
Academy that collaborates with health care
organizations across the country who are
interested in developing a culture of contin-
uous learning and service. Members of the
Academy Connection share learning tools74
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through a Web-based knowledge manage-
ment network, and hold executive summits
and Chief Learning Officer forums.

Impact AAssessment

The UCH Academy has dramatically
increased employee participation in learning
initiatives. Before the opening of the UCH
Academy in January 1993, the UCH's
Training and Organization Development
Unit primarily supported only management
development, providing services for approxi-
mately 600 course participants per year. In
1993, the Academy supported over 4,300
course enrollments, and five years later that
number had increased to 32,000. An esti-
mated 20 to 30 percent of the staff elect to
participate in learning opportunities that
are not mandated by the organization, which
is a high average for most industries. The
high level of participation is related to the
quality, the varying teaching methods, con-
venience, encouragement by managers and,
in general, the learning culture at the
Hospitals.

The Academy evaluates the impact of
learning by examining employee retention
and patient satisfaction data. Other sources
of information relative to impact include
course evaluation feedback, employee
surveys, focus groups, and industry bench-
marks. Staff turnover from 1996 to 1999
dropped from 26 percent to 15 percent. The
industry benchmark was close to 20 percent.
Turnover went back up to 20 percent from
1999 to 2000, but then so did the industry
benchmark for hospitals, which increased to
26 percent.

Judy Schueler
Chief Learning Officer & Executive 
Director, UCH Academy
The University of Chicago Hospitals
800 East 55th Street, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL 60615
(773) 702-4380
jschuele@uchospitals.edu
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