TTO1031522

Jessica:	--investigator here at the Center for Innovation to Implementation—or CI2I—at the VA-Palo Alto. 

	You will also hear from Carla Garcia who is at the Health Economics Resource Center and is really the person who came up with the idea, and spearheaded, and led us throughout this entire process. So, we’re really indebted to her from that.

	You will hear from Cindy Seidel who’s also at CI2I and also Cora Bernard who is at PERC—Program Evaluation Resource Center.

	We’d also like to acknowledge especially Ann Combs who is both a really important part of the program staff, but also one of the mentors for the Internship Program, as well as our other two mentors, Elizabeth Liva (SP) and Chris Timko. And of course, the funders for the internship who are CI2I and HERC. 

	To give a little overview of what we will talk about today, I’m going to start by giving a little bit of an introduction of what our goals were as we started designing the internship.

	Then Carla is going to talk about pre-implementation and planning activities—how we recruit people for the internship and got it started. 

	Cindy will talk about the internship itself and Cora’s going to lead us through the evaluation because of course, we’re all Health Services Researchers. So, we wanted to know if the internship was really meeting the goals we had set for ourselves and for the trainees. And then, Carla will close us out with some final thoughts. 

	And we designed this presentation to be on the shorter end, so that you have time at the end for questions and discussion. We’d love to hear if there are other people who are doing similar work.

	So, for an introduction, when Carla gathered us to first start about this internship, we spent a lot of time thinking about what it is we really wanted to do. And we settled on this phrase each part of which has meaning.

	We wanted a “Paid internship for Bay Area Community College students from historically excluded groups”. I’m going through this phrase in a bit of detail starting with what we meant by “historically excluded groups” and why we wanted to focus on that set of students. And that really was to increase the diversity in the pipeline of Health Services Researchers by exposing students to Health Services Research. 

	We took our definition of “historically excluded groups” from the National Institute’s for Health. And I have the whole definition here. And I think the key things to think about are the fact that it’s a fluid definition and it depends on the topic you’re focused on and the time you’re living in. 

	But it does generally include racial and ethnic minorities, LGBTQ people, people with disabilities, first generation college students, and the generationally poor. 

	Now hopefully it’s obvious to you why we would want a diverse workforce in Health Services Research. But in case it’s not, we have some information here from our Office of Research & Development, a recent diversity supplement explaining why it’s important to have a diverse research workforce.

	And we highlighted in yellow kind of the key pieces which are that it makes our science better both in terms of innovation, in terms of quality, and also in terms of getting the results that we actually want for the communities who might need it the most.

	So, getting back to this key phrase. The second piece was that we wanted this to be an internship and we wanted it to be an internship for a couple of reasons. 

	First, we wanted to introduce these trainees to Health Services Research and the professional networks that go along with Health Services Research. And it can be hard to get that exposure at a community college and really anywhere that isn’t part of a large academic medical center or a really large healthcare system.

	So, we really wanted to just expose them to what Health Services Research was all about, so that they could decide if it was a career choice or path that they really wanted to do. And importantly, that meant that while we hoped we were going to increase our pipeline and entice people to do Health Services Research, if they decided it was an interesting experience, but it wasn’t the career path for them, that was also a good outcome for us.

	Another reason we wanted this to be an internship is that we wanted to offer more than existing fellowships from NAH, or from VA, or from other funders because those programs typically just focus on pairing a student with an individual PI and kind of leave it at that. We wanted to give trainees that traditional research experience, but then also wrap around that experience more general learning about science, about Health Services Research in general as opposed to whatever their specific PI might be working on, and give them some academic and professional development training, as well as expose them to all the different careers in Health Services Research, and not just those that require a doctorate.

	Third, we wanted this internship to be paid for a couple of reasons. First, it just sort of was the value of this group that one should be paid for the work that one does.

	But also, we know that people from historically excluded groups are less likely to be able to take unpaid work. And we wanted this internship to be as welcoming as it possibly could.

	Finally, we wanted to focus on San Francisco Bay Area Community College students because we really wanted to increase the diversity of our local pipeline. We really hoped that some of the students would want to come back and work with us either when they finish community college, if they went to a four year after that, or if they decided to go to graduate school sometime after that. But we were really hoping to build a network for our respective centers. 

	And we know that our local work can still have a national impact which is important because VA really serves a diverse patient population. And yet, if you look at the racial and ethnic distribution of VHA employees, you can see as you go up in GS levels, the proportion of white staff--who are represented by the yellow bars in this chart--really increases.

	So, there’s clearly some work to be done in terms of diversifying the VHA workforce. And we hoped that our internship could play a small role in that. 

	So, just to summarize what our goals were, so you can think about them and we’ll come back to them as we talk about the evaluation. First, we wanted to expose students to Health Services Research, particularly those who might not have other opportunities to get that exposure.

	We wanted to inspire and aid students academic and professional careers hopefully in Health Services Research, but really wherever they decided their career paths were going to take them.

	We also wanted to give these students an opportunity to envision themselves in a research setting in VA which seemed especially important if they hadn’t gotten an opportunity to do that before. And then, finally, as I said, we wanted to increase diversity in the VA research pipeline.

	So, with that, I will turn it over to Carla to talk to us about pre-implementation planning.

Rob:	Carla, I just turned over the presenter to Carla Garcia. But I see that there’s two of you. So, if you don’t have access, let me know.

Carla Garcia:	Thank you. Thank you, Jessica, for introducing the program. The next section will focus creating implementation activities.

	So, what makes this interesting is at the start, we assess and identify gaps. This slide lists efforts to fill them. When we combine these software, it makes our program remarkable.

	The cohort was a unique flock of local community college students who identified as members of historically excluded groups. At the community college level, the impact to diversify the career pipeline at the VA as it’s a great opportunity to connect with individuals at the start of their academic semester. And it’s a critical period as they think about majors and four-year universities.

	The internship was organized during the summer as we recognize some students may have plans to attend school. It was a part-time position. We thought 20 hours a week would provide flexibility, so students could manage schoolwork and/or family. 

	We believe that our program can be a conduit to other VA internships like Pathways and the National Diversity Internship Program. Coordinators from both programs presented and it as both in-person and virtually. 

	We met students where they were. For example, during the application review, it was evident that for some applicants, this was their first time applying to a program like ours.

	So, for those who were not admitted, we offered suggestions on how to submit an application. We added these three sources in the rejection letters.

	The committee and presenters created an entrepreneurial space where students initiated and contributed to the curriculum. We built the curriculum which included professional development and presentations by subject matter experts.

	Finally, the program was intentional about culminating and new cohort experience. We came to one community agreement, engaged in icebreakers, and spent time learning from each other without staff present.

	Next, we’ll focus on recruitment and relationship building with community colleges. We reviewed their school goals that connected with deans, parents and counselors.

	We used the course catalog to identify classes which meant we had to acknowledge about research and where we’ve got students historically excluded to be enrolled.

	Then we emailed the recruitment materials to teachers who attended a virtual career fair which proved to the be the most effective recruitment tool. Every student who attended the in-school session applied. 

	At the career fair, we were able to understand the types of students that may apply to gain insight on how students engage in a virtual platform. We defined and tested our criteria. We tested this criteria from similar programs and requested objectivity on our program aims and experiences for so many of these that we worked through.

	We intentionally made the criteria non-specific to make sure we didn’t exclude students that might benefit from their entrance in, but wouldn’t qualify on academics alone. 

	Additionally, we did an SSICPA because we understand this subset of higher education students. They have more priorities than just schools. We asked that students have access to a computer and internet hosting a virtual program with an equalizer and which would attract more students who may otherwise have had a longer commute. Time and space with a virtual platform also allows students to manage other priorities. 

	We received 40 applications from eight areas going to colleges. And if we count groups that were ineligible, we received a total of 63 applications. It was incredible that so many kids applied and it exceeded expectations.

	There were so many strong applicants that we tested and received funding for additional spots. Students were asked to submit application materials including responses to three brief essay questions. 

	With DHMS5 applicants with documents for a blind review, there were seven reviewers and 16 of the committee were mentors. We offered internships to six students. 

	So, in the first stage of the internship, a student were asked about specific circumstances. So, there were five students in the query. 

	The students self-identified as members of historically excluded groups. These were the groups they identified with. They identified with multiple categories with multiple generationally poor and first generation college students.

	We intentionally gathered these responses at the end of the internship because 1) we didn’t want their self-identification to be by sex (SP). And 2) our intention was to run the program with students. And we didn’t want inaccurately highlight that acceptance was due to group membership.
	Further, it was the potential that made them a part of the internship.

	The onboarding students by gender, race, age were not consultants. The quick turnaround time and the idea of genderization (SP) appealed to us. In order to be genderized, students have to register federal contract series   by signing up for them not just registering an exam (SP).

	We used the letter of agreement to pay them where there were limitations to genderization. You don’t have access to these servers or non-aggregate data. 

	For mentors, some creative ways to involve them in the interviews. These things we will highlight in the next section.

	With a letter of agreement, we were limited to $2,500 per students which came to about $20 an hour for six weeks .We allocated $50 each for books that they could use to supplement their resource experience.

	Now Cindy will describe the implementation of the internship program. 

Cindy Seidel:	Great! Thank you, Carla. So first, before I talk about the activities that the interns engaged in, I first really want to acknowledge that it would not have been possible without the interest and buy-in from our local center and staff leadership.

	They volunteered time to participate in many facets of the program and we’re extremely thankful to have over two dozen members of our VA participate in this program.

	As Carla mentioned, students worked with us for about 20 hours per week. Half of their time was spent with a mentor participating in activities largely based on student interest and mentor availability. 

	It often included reading and discussing journal articles, conducting literature reviews, assisting with manuscript preparation, and developing personal statements, and identifying opportunities for research experience for future for students who might be transferring to four-year universities.

	They were also asked to complete some trainings to introduce them to research topics such as information security, utilizing research programs. And they were also provided access to the VA HSR&D cyber seminars which—as we all know—are a great resource, and to offer an introduction to the wealth of amazing work being done at the VA.

	As Jessica mentioned, we were also interested in providing more wraparound opportunities for the students. And the interns spent additional time with the program team preparing for and attending special topic discussions and panel sessions. 

	We wanted to provide them with introductions to important research topics starting with the valuable skill of learning how to read a research article. 

	We also made sure to include introductions to topics including implementation science, data science, qualitative methods, healthcare policy, and health economics. 

	We held four career focused sessions providing guidance on identifying mentors, developing a CV, identifying funding opportunities, and pursuing additional VA training opportunities such as the National Diversity Internship Program and the VA Pathways Internship Program.

	There were three professional development sessions which—as Carla mentioned—were actually voted on by the students to ensure that we matched some of our program components with their needs and interests. These were more informal and allowed the program staff to share our own experiences, to guide discussions on topics that included developing professional relationships, finding balance, and managing professional identities.

	As part of the research discussions I just shared, we assign the interns to chair presentations. As we are all familiar with this role in which the intern would introduce the speaker, their background, and provide details on their research talk.

	They would also have some questions ready for discussion in case no one had any questions at the end of the talk. As part of this, interns had one-on-one informational meetings on Zoom with their speaker in which they could learn more about their career, background and research interests.

	This activity initially caused the interns a great deal of anxiety. But it proved to be an extremely valuable learning opportunity in which they made several connections with potential mentors, identified new interest areas they didn’t know they had, and learned about the professional journeys of others. Again, we’re so grateful that our VA community embraced this activity. It was a huge success. 

	Finally, their internship culminated in a 10-minute presentation in which the interns spoke about a topic they learned about during their time with us. They provided brief background, the significance of the issue, any findings, and had the option to add a brief reflection of their experience or any future plans for after the program. As you can see, the topic’s very widely based on the students interests in areas such as mental health, pharmacy and/or course issues. 

	I’ll now hand it over to Cora to talk through our evaluation process and findings. 

Cora Bernard:	Thankyou, Cindy. So, because this program, we’re really just developing it from scratch and piloting it in the course of the year, we were very eager—as Jessica said—to make sure that we were collecting a lot of data to get a sense of how we were doing.

	Wanted to collect that both in real-time, so we could adjust to meet the needs of our intends. And then, also at the end, so we had a lot to comb over and reflect on in terms of how to improve the program going forward.

	So, in this talk I’m going to highlight the first two means of evaluation. One of them was the feedback that we got from both interns and presenters after each of the special topic discussions that Cindy was just mentioning.

	And then, we took pre and post surveys. So, Week 1 and Week 6 for all of the interns to really get a more comprehensive sense of how we were meeting a number of our aims for the program.

	And the real takeaway here for us—and we’re quite excited, and thrilled, and surprised to see that the internship really  met and even quite exceeded its aims on all fronts.

	So, to kick it off with the feedback around the special topic discussions, here I’m highlighting some of the rich qualitative feedback that we got from our interns. And they commented on these special topics being thorough, and clear, and challenging in a way that was also accessible and fun. 

	One quote I really want to highlight here is the following. “I’m always surprised to see people who seem so far ahead of anything I could achieve having similar backgrounds to mine.”

	This one I think really speaks to the intention behind our program and how important it was for us to design it in a way that would allow the students to see themselves as part of this field. As we see, you know, we brought in speakers who had a range of professional trajectories and backgrounds. And we really just across the board, wanted to make this so accessible and exciting to the students in a really personal way. So, we were thrilled to receive feedback like that and it gave us a sense that we were on the right track. 

	We also got very good quantitative scores around these special topic discussions. So, we asked interns questions about whether the presenter, you know, set a welcoming tone, and engaged them, and answered their questions, whether they left with a good understanding of the topic, and if the presentation was a good use of their time and made them want to learn more as well.

	So, we asked students on a scale of 1-5, 5 being “strongly agree” and we had high scores. Consistently 4.5 and above when we averaged them out. 

	And then, for the presenter feedback, we also—in terms of their quantitative feedback—again, we asked them questions around whether this was a good use of their time as presenters, that the trainees really engaged with them, and if they would be interested in participating in this kind of program in the future. And again, we got really high scores well above 4.5 out of 5.

	So, I’m going to switch over to the pre/post surveys. So again, in Week 1 and Week 6, we asked students a broad range of questions. And we had them score on a scale of 1-7. So, 1 being “strongly disagree”, 7 being “strongly agree” , and 0 “no basis for assessment”.

	So, coming into the program, our trainees all had a moderate sense of what Health Services Research was. And leading a program, they very much strongly agreed that they had a broad range of exposure to the field.

	So, that was great to see. And then, we wanted to sort of drill down to the various areas and skillsets of research that we wanted to expose them to. 

	So, we asked them questions about their familiarity and comfort with conducting literature reviews, dissecting research articles, presenting to a peer audience, and discussing the research with experienced researchers. 

	And across the board on all these questions, we saw really significant growth across those six weeks. And it was great to see the cohort moving together as a whole upwards. 	So, this gave us a sense that we were tailoring appropriately to the needs of both the individual trainees and the group as a whole.

	Jessica had mentioned that in addition to exposure to Health Services Research, we also wanted to give more broad exposure to professional development in general for the trainees.

	We wanted to kind of have them start thinking about their own professional identities, and navigating professional spaces, and engaging in some of those skillsets, and just bringing general awareness to that.

	And so, we asked them about their comfort level conducting informational interviews. Again, Cindy can talk about this and there weas a real growth there in terms of comfort level. Also, constructing a CV, identifying and applying for funding opportunities, and the extent to which they felt equipped to pursue the next steps in their career. So, we saw strong, positive feedback that students felt leaving the program well-equipped in these various areas. 

	And then, I want to talk about our final aim which is growing the VA pipe3line. And to do that, I’m going to take a slightly subcutis route and start here with this question. 

“The organizers are respectful of my time, and make me feel welcome, and valued.” So, coming into the program, there was a kind of real range in terms of what students expected.

And then, leaving there was a very strong agreement that the students did feel welcome and valued in this space. That was so important to us and really sort of underscored the whole intention of this program. 

And it’s such a credit to Carla and Cindy who really put their hearts and souls into making this liftoff and work as a program. And then, also to all the VA staff who came in, and participated as mentors, and presenters. It was really a community effort to help these students feel part of a community.

And that really feeds into this next question, “Someone with my background and life experience would generally feel welcome in Health Services Research.” So, on average, students less than moderately agreed with this statement coming into our program.

And at the end, five out of five students unanimously agreed that they felt really welcome in this field. And that is so core to our mission and so important to assist us really. Like this is to us the most exciting slide there is because as Jessica mentioned, there are a lot of programs where students can get exposure to Health Services Research. 

But oftentimes, they haven’t really been moving the needle in terms of growing the VA pipeline. And so, beyond just exposure, we really wanted to generate a sense of belonging and a sense of comfort navigating this field.

And so, the question we asked next, “I can picture myself pursuing a career in Health Services Research.” So, going in, there was pretty strong interest in this kind of career.

And leaving, also pretty strong interest. But actually, at the end we saw slightly greater variability in answers. And this to us was quite exciting because again, as Jessica was saying, we consider it a success if students can come in and evaluate for themselves whether or not this field really is a good fit for their personal attitudes and interests. 

And because of the past two slides that I showed you, we felt like we could really tease apart this response from the broader question of whether a student feels welcomed to join or whether they feel capable.

So, here was really we were just getting at, “Do you want to continue this because it’s a well, you know, well aligned with who you are and your personal career interests?” So again, exciting to see that the students were able to really evaluate that for themselves.

And then, we asked students about whether this program better positioned them to achieve their academic goals. Now of course, coming into the program, the pre is kind of meaningless here because the students didn’t know what the program would do.

But at the end, it was great to see very strong agreement that the students felt much better positioned to go forth and achieve those goals. And for us, what we’re really excited about is we wanted to give them this launching pad, so they could sort of fly as high as they want, you know. Go pursue their academic and professional careers, and gain accolades, and insight, and all kinds of knowledge regardless of what it is that they want to pursue. And then, ultimately come back to us here at VA. 

So, we were really excited to see this growth in terms of interest of pursuing employment with the VA in the future over the course of the six weeks. And this is exciting just because we feel like the program not only served the individual needs of the trainees, but it also is serving our institution. And it’s investing and growing this VA pipeline, and making it more diverse, and bringing in those voices and attitudes that we don’t usually get to see represented in our field.

So, very exciting for us. And I’m going to turn this back to Carla to wrap it up for us.

Carla Garcia:	Thank you, Cora, for presenting the results. The final section was a reflection, of our work and key takeaways. 

	We highly recommend this program. And we think it’s extremely valuable and there’s investments involved. 

	Staging and implementing this internship requires substantial time with the program. Recruitment and connecting with community colleges and schools takes effort.

	The application and selection process, we consider vested onboarding students through a federal administrative process, and scheduling, and facilitating those students’ educations all take time.

	Through the mentorship process, we learned having more focus, specific concrete tasks were more essential to students, were better able to plug-in during a short period of time. 

	Mentoring these students took more time than anticipated as they needed more guidance. That’s guidance because they’re relatively early in their academic and professional path. 

	We wanted to make this investment different for this type of investment is necessary, but well worth it. The project is ongoing and we’re doing various things to strengthen the program and our relationships while maintaining the relationships we maintain with our internal and external partners. 

	We’ve met many people who are committed to DEIS first of all, inside and outside the VA who have been supportive and have had great ideas. So, we’re thinking through potential collaborations.

	In contrast, it’s becoming a model system for developing the proper VA internship both across the VA and most of our local facilities to consult with these students.

	At our local VA, there’s no position description or PD for non-vets who are hired. The goal is to work with our local VA Research Office to create a position that will enable researchers to bring on students at an hourly rate, so they can sustain a partnership with their mentors who are overseeing them (SP) and to stay invested with the VA because we want these students to return after they obtained their degrees. 

	Community colleges have expressed interest in deepening their relationships and being content to partner. Attempting to build relationships with interns, some were able to continue working with their mentors in a strict context beyond the time that was set aside for the internship.. All of that was besides the letters of recommendation and their licenses (SP). We expect interest in the line that’s continuing to work with their next cohort as the program alumni. 
	
	Finally, we’re staying in contact because we are tracking our long-term goal. Currently, we’re working towards the post-one-year survey. 

	The key takeaway is that we were successful in the long run. The long-term goal of _those that were assigned to the VA Research pipeline will take some time. But we know that we’re starting from a position of success.

	The model’s highly effective. It’s a little crossway of testing long-term outcomes, also having success in the short-term. And while the intended focus is on efforts in that pipeline, pipeline is only one part of the issue. 
	If you’re going to fix all of systemic inequities, then appropriate means can still adapt. 

	And with that, we welcome questions. Thank you.

Rob:	We have quite a few questions that came in. And a number of them have been answered in text, Carla, by your cohorts. 

	So, I will prioritize the ones that have not been answered. But if any of you see a question—whether it’s been answered or not—that needs to be prioritized, please jump in. I’m not a content expert. I’ll just go through them as they came in. 	So, please do jump in if you see something that bears repeating.

	This person writes, “Outside of the opportunity title that the presentation began with, what kind of language was included in the internship description that indicated a welcome and inclusive culture? Hos was this facilitated in a virtual workspace?”

Unknown:	Carla, I think you might be well-positioned to answer that in terms of the work you did at the resource fairs because I think that may have played a big role.

Carla Garcia:	Just to remind myself, the question was how did we get our equipment, materials and equipment outreach (SP), so that we were a welcoming, inclusive environment? Is that right?

Unknown:	Yeah, I think that’s right. 

Carla Garcia:	So, we were very thoughtful in our outreach at first. And what we did first in terms of connecting with college students was we kind of went through the chain of command because we wanted to build trust and confidence with the endurance. So, that could dribble down to the students.

	So, before we connected with any professors or programees (SP), we connected with the _____[00:33:55] and counselors to let them know about our program to get buy-in from them and overall, to get their permission and okay.

	So, in some schools, the theme kind of opened the door and like did one handoff to professors, counselors which really counselors became such a key role because they knew students on a more intimate level than the professors did and have known them for a amount of time.

	And the virtual career set was really an important place to recruit because we were able to stick to the student one-on-one and really let them know that we wanted them. And that’s how we started to call it simply the environment inclusion and sets (SP). I hope that answered the question.

Unknown:	I also want to add that early on—I didn’t talk about this much—but we did have sort of an orientation day on their first day of the internship in which they got to hear from our center leadership. They got to learn about a lot of the VA I CARE values from a veteran employee specialist who did a great job of talking about why the work we did at the VA is so critical, and the important role it has in serving veterans, and why it’s important for the workforce to be diverse.

	We also held several icebreakers and had the students write up community agreements for their virtual workspace. So, whenever we did have a meeting with all of the interns, we had a set of attendance (SP) that the students had all agreed upon that they wanted to follow in those virtual meetings. 

	And we carried that throughout. And I think that was really helpful early on to make the students feel like they had a lot of control of the program, and that they could help drive how the program was being run, and that they were really being included as part of the process. We weren’t just talking to them every week. 

There was a lot of opportunities for back and forth. And we tried to make that really a central component of the program.

Unknown:	And one other thing I’d like to add too is that many of us have attended community college as well. And we were very upfront with that. I think there’s a lot of hesitation from students or maybe I’m just speaking for myself.

	When I was in community college, oh, not knowing and not understanding that there are multiple ways to reach your academic goals and, you know, just thinking everyone, you know, went straight to Stanford which is right down the street from us. And that’s how they got these jobs that I thought were really cool.

	And we also tried to select speakers and other people who may have had like a more subcutis route to getting to where they are in their position and encouraged them to talk about that with the students.

Rob:	Thank you. This next person asks, “Could you talk more about the evaluation criteria—” and writes “—blinded, three essay questions, etc.? How are these factors considered balanced and prioritized?”

Unknown:	I’ll start off responding to that. So, we thought a lot about how we’re going to evaluate the applications. 

	So, what we did was we de-identified 63 applications and there was about like four pieces of material for each application. So, it was a very busy _____[00:37:50]. 

	But we removed all the names and contact information. I think even schools for those applications. And there was seven of us who were on the committee. And we reviewed all the applications and we recreated scoring. 

And it really took a couple of meetings to at least consider about the candidates and assess. In the application, we didn’t want to emphasize BPA because we understand that these students may have other priorities and sometimes they can’t prioritize school. And that might be reflected in their GPA.

So, we kind of put some emphasis a little bit on the essay questions and these questions were describing what talked about for them to describe their past educational and academic goals, why they were interested in the internship and how the internship may be helpful to them. 

And so, they described a time where they overcame diversity and anything else they thought might be helpful for the Review Committee to know. I’ll see if the other panelists have thoughts about this as well.

Unknown:	I’ll just add there was another question about the evaluation criteria and I’ll say that. So, because the mentors and the program team evaluated students, there was a lot of people looking at the applications. And we all came to a couple of meetings with sort of our top. It started with our top five, but it ended up being top 10 because the students were just so great, and so excited, and had really eloquent ways of describing how this opportunity would help them because there wasn’t an opportunity out there for them. And the impact of Covid in kind of changing their trajectory or making it harder to do a lot of in-person internships or get a lot of intern experience.

	And so, with that, we had several meetings to drill down from our top 10 applicants to the ones we ultimately offered spots to and a couple of wait list students. And then, in that meeting, we also looked at the students answers to their essay questions. And the mentors and program staff identified the best mentor panel.

	In the recruitment materials, we did give them resources to the mentor, who the mentors would be. So, they had an ability to research the mentors and see if there was anything of their research interest that sparked an interest in them.

	And in that situation, we tried to pair them. But they specifically mentioned one of the mentors. But otherwise, the mentors looked at their projects and where their projects were. 

	Like we had one student who was really interested in Pharmacy. And one mentor specifically had a project on opiate use. And so, that was a perfect match. So, that was how we then went from the evaluation to identify the students and then match them with their mentors. 

Unknown:	And I just wanted to add one more thing which it’s awhile ago, so I can’t remember the exact details. But I know we came up with a really kind of thoughtful rubric. And we took a lot of time before we even got to evaluating the applications to discuss like how we wanted to agree as a team to try to review them.

	So, we really just asked like what the scoring system meant and we had kind of like we scored on the specific essay questions as well as other sort of general impressions including like grammar that I think there was a score for that and a few other things.

	And then, we took I believe like an average over all those scores to kind of give a final impression for each candidate. So, it was a really thorough review for each one. And then, a lot of discussion subsequent to that as a team to try and narrow it down.

	And I would also say that there were some students that despite all the candidates we were reviewing, there was quite a lot of agreement where a lot of us, you know, a few trainees like just really stood out to all of us. And those were really easy to decide like, “Yes, we definitely want to offer them a spot.”

	And then—like Cindy said—there were so many great ones that then it became really agonizing during our time to figure out how to fill the remaining spots. And I think Carla said in her presentation that there were so many good candidates that we ended up requesting additional funding for two more spots and we got that. So, originally our cohort was going to be four and we expanded that to six.

Rob:	“What were the challenges to providing trainees access to VA servers or data? How would you advise VA research labs interested in onboarding trainees to provide access to VA service and data in a timely manner given the challenges?”

Unknown:	This is ultimately a really great question. So, thank you, Ashley (SP), for bringing this up. 

	So, for those that work at the VA, it can take months to onboard folks—to hire them. And we didn’t have months. And I know a quick and easy to onboard them was to pay students as consultants and that meant they had to like is there a more condense number? What do they need to attend registration? 

	And then, we created a lot of other statements and that’s how we phased it. But that meant that they couldn’t have access to these servers for data. When you have a contract, sure you can. You can access VA servers or data. 

	In the compacity of that, we onboarded them. What we’re trying to do now and what we’re working towards is to do a description of non-actual (SP) hires because we don’t have one that our whole group can facilitate. So, we’re hoping to do that, so we can house them as employees, so they can have access to the servers and non-aggregate data.

	And we found creative ways where they can access aggregate data and not using everyday characters I’ll open this up to the other panelists to see if they have thoughts as well.

Unknown:	Yeah.

	(Crosstalk)

Unknown:	Oh, sorry. Go ahead.

Unknown:	I was just going to say there’s a couple of questions as to what this meant as far as with the students for 10 hours a week and the activities without access. So, I can kind of address all of those together.

	So, the mentors didn’t take 10 hours of their week. I think that’s a lot of time to ask of a volunteer mentor. But the students were asked to work on a project for their mentor for 10 hours a week.

	So, often they met with their mentor once or twice a week maybe 1-2 hours a week. And then, the mentor would have them work on a project.

	Many of the mentors were working on publications for getting a grant ready, one that was working on a grant. And so, for those two it was really easy to work on something without having access to VA data because all of that information is available through Pub Med or through academic libraries. You didn’t really need access to data.

	They also attended a lot of team meetings and one mentor worked with essential office. And so, the intern had the opportunity to attend a lot of meetings at a high vagal (SP) level to get an introduction to sort of how healthcare organizations are working on different issues.

	And then, I’ll just add that we initially had hoped to walk the students, so without compensation appointment. But I think just due to the quick turnaround time, we didn’t select the students. 

	So, we would need about 3-4 months lead time to walk the students in time. So, I think that’s something that we’re considering going forward if we can get, you know, a bachelor, Ph.D. to pay them that walking them does give them access to be a resource.

Unknown:	And there were also other things that we were able to do with the students. So, one of them worked on a local QI project that included data collection.

	And so, as she went through this process, we made sure that we followed as closely as possible and let her know when we deviated from what would happen if this was a research project instead of a QI project. So, she still got a feel for what this would look like if it was research.

Rob:	This next question asks, “How do you, or what do you all, or other programs identify historically excluded groups without crossing ethical disclosure lines?”

Unknown:	So, we didn’t ask students early on to or in their application process how they identified. We asked whether or not they did identify as belonging t a historically excluded group. And it was, you know, a wide variety of identities that they could have, you know. “Am I the first person in my family to go to college?”

	And I think a majority of the students endorsed that later on when we asked them and found out later. I’m not sure if that answers your question. I hope it did.

Unknown:	Yeah, I’ll just add. So, in the application, we asked it very broadly and we didn’t ask that they select which group they felt they belonged to because we felt that did kind of cross an ethical line for all of us. We didn’t feel comfortable with that.

	So, we just asked if they felt they belonged based on the criteria that we listed early in our presentation. And then, towards the end of the internship, we had them fill out an anonymous survey just to have the number of which ones applied to this specific group. And we didn’t tie it back to the students specifically because we really didn’t want to highlight—as Carla said—we didn’t want to focus on the fact that they were from these groups. But we just wanted to collect the data to identify what kind of students ended up participating in the program.

Rob:	This may be a really big question and you may have addressed it earlier. However, “Were there any limitations or road blocks on the implementation of the program?”

Unknown:	We initially thought we proposed this idea to our centers that we wanted to be able to get a new buy-in We thought because this program relies so heavily on investigators and staff to not only be mentors, but to share their research and time with the students through these special topics discussions.

	We were concerned that we weren’t going to get any buy-in. But by far, that was the easiest part of our journey. Folks were thrilled within our research centers and at the community college level. 

	Our first outreach email, the first one wanted to potentially partner with us and provide some funding. And I think what may have been a challenge in hindsight was the time that it takes to create a program like this—in under a year from the idea to the end.

	As I mentioned, creating a program like this takes a lot of time. And we’re incredibly intentional about our values and not wanting to sacrifice them. So, it meant that we thought through everything and we put a lot of time into it. 

	So, I guess the biggest hurdle was finding the time to do it. I’ll open it up for the other panel to give their thoughts on this. 

Rob:	Next question, “Were data collected from mentors and/or the interns interactions with mentors with regard to multicultural awareness?”

Carla Garcia	Data was collected for the mentors by the mentors. So, we collected data. We sent the surveys to the mentors. And we even did programs to see how things were going, to see who was good to us and we still had half the program.

	But there wasn’t any questions I guess that would be asked that were multicultural in essence of that survey.

Unknown:	Yeah. Yeah, I do think though we definitely selected. So, there was a pretty long volunteer list in the center for people who were, you know, “Oh, I could be interested in being a mentor”.

	And we knew that this was a pilot program and we could only take a handful of people. And so, I think when we were trying to identify who would be the best mentors for this particular program getting off the ground, I think we were very intentional about wanting to make sure that we found mentors who kind of did have that awareness and shared the values of our program because we all would, you know, be coming from the same place and creating the same kind of, you know, a consistent environment for the students to feel welcome in.

	So, I think that factored in, you know, sort of implicitly into how we were starting conversations and assessing who would be a good fit. But we didn’t take any specific evaluations around that as Carla said.

Rob:	This is more of a comment, but it may mean that we need to start putting together the follow-up webinar for this. This person says, “I have interest in considering non-VA applicants for research positions. I would love to see the non-VA PD that you develop when you come to an agreement on that.”

Unknown:	Sure! We’d love to share. We’re actually trying to develop something that we can use throughout our VA, so it won’t just be specific to our research group. 

	And yeah, there are some in existence. I want to say Atlanta VA has one. So, we’ll use theirs as a starting point. But happy to collaborate and share on this.

Rob;	This is probably a good opportunity for me to point out the email address or is that yours at the bottom? Nope, questions. VHAPALCI2IDEEIIInternship@VA.gov.

	There are so many questions today that not a lot of them are going to be answered. So people, you’re going to have to follow-up at that email address. 

	Still do have time though. So, this person asks, “Are there any plans to initiate similar programs for other clients or across VA?”

Unknown:	We have spoken to a lot of people--some who already had programs similar to this going. Although, we still haven’t found one that is quite like ours that has this large didactic section and has a lot of involvement with the students as they go along.

	But we did get a lot of knowledge from other people who have done this before. And I want to say one of the big things—one of the big challenges—for sustaining these for all of us seems to be funding and the funding that is available either isn’t enough or potentially won’t cover a program like this which requires substantially more administrative time than just partnering someone with a mentor and, you know, shuttling them off to the lab. And then, you know, maybe doing a post-survey or something like that.

Rob:	I have two similar questions here actually submitted by the same person where they ask, “Would you mind sharing your recruitment rubric to see what you all factored into your selection? And then, what would you have done different in your recruitment strategies?”

Unknown:	Yes, we can share our rubric. And when they say “rubric”, I’m assuming they mean the application rubric?

	And to whomever asked that question, feel free to email us, so that we can have your context, so we can send it to you. And I think what we would have done different in our recruitment is to do more career fairs. 

	It was a really great way for us to learn about the students and how they would interact in a virtual platform. So, if a student was asking questions, if they were engaged, if they seemed like a self-starter, it was something that we took note of.

	And I think it was also important because we were saying to these students that, “We wanted you.” We were really wanting them to be excited about your program and were willing to give them a space.

	So, what it could mean to them not be at a place like the VA which has a phenomenal mission and this goes to length of public service. So, I’ll send this to the other panelists if they have thoughts about this as well.

Unknown:	I’ll just add a couple of pragmatic things. I think one thing we might want to do differently is ask the students to de-identify. We spent a lot of time de-identifying applications that probably we could’ve had a better process for.

	I do think it was a really important and valuable aspect of our application review that they were de-identified though. And so, I do think we are glad we did that step. But I think we probably could’ve done it a little bit better next time.

	And I think one other aspect of the recruitment is learning a little bit more about the students. We learned a lot during their recruitment about where the students are in their journey and especially with Covid. 

	We found that like the letters of recommendation tended to be not as great because unfortunately, a lot of these students hadn’t seen a professor or seen a counselor in person during Covid. So, they actually had only had virtual presence with their classrooms, or with their counselors, or in their workplace.

	So, I think while we thought the letters of recommendation would be really valuable—at least when I was reviewing applications—I found them to be kind of not as great as the students essay questions. And so, we might review sort of the process a little bit next time and how much importance we place on the letter of recommendation.

Rob:	Well, that really is all the time we have left. There are a few questions that we didn’t get to. Please, if you didn’t have your question answered send something to that email address that is being displayed right now.

	Attendees, when I close the webinar, you’ll be prompted with a few survey questions. Please do take a few moments to provide answers to those questions. 

	But as it’s not quite the top of the hour, if anybody or all of you would like to make closing comments, now would be a fine time. I’ll just ask, Carla .I’ll go from left to right. Carla, do you have any closing comments you’d like to make?

Carla Garcia:	Yes, thank you. We, you know, people have questions or comments like to consult with us, please feel welcome to email us. We’re always open about sharing our experience of what we learned.

Rob:	Cindy?

Cindy Seidel:	And we’re excited about the enthusiasm from everyone and hope this is the start of what will be a new type of internship that can exist at the VA.

Rob;	Cora?

Cora Bernard:	Yes, same. Really excited. Thanks to everyone who came. And Rob, thanks so much for hosting this, and organizing it, and making it happen.

Rob:	My pleasure. Jessica?

Jessica:	Yeah, I echo what everyone else said. We’re very excited people are excited about this. And I just want to call out Carla again for really spearheading this and keeping everything moving. It was really a pleasure to work with you and I’m excited to see where it goes next.

Rob:	And last, but not least, Ann Combs.

Ann Combs:	And questions here (SP). Thank you, everyone. I did want to add one last little thing. I think what was really important to the success of this program is the intentionality and also letting the voices of the people who have lived experience be front and center in the planning. But really happy that everybody’s excited about this.

Rob:	Thank you, Ann. Thank you, everybody. I’m going to go ahead and close the webinar now. 

	Please, audience members, take a few moments to provide answers to those questions. Have a good day.
 

[End of Recording]
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