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Humana and University of Houston Actively Disrupting Healthcare Clinical Training Models through 
Integrated Health System Sciences Institute  

 
The Humana Integrated Health System Sciences Institute at the University of Houston is gaining 
momentum in its work to advance population health, improve health outcomes and expand the use of 
value-based payment models. 
 
Since December 2018, the Institute, at the UH College of Medicine, has launched more than 15 cross-
functional programs and facilitated more than 10,000 hours of interdisciplinary clinical training for over 
6,000 University of Houston students, faculty and staff and Humana associates.  The Institute has also 
provided critical support during the COVID-19 pandemic that will contribute meaningful outcomes to 
students and community members.   
 
These milestones and successes come at a time when public/private partnerships are proving to bridge 
gaps in the healthcare system, expectations of clinicians and physicians are rapidly increasing and while 
demands are climbing for practitioners to provide more efficient, effective and lower-cost care.  
 
“In a relatively brief amount of time, our strategic relationship with the University of Houston and 
investment in the local area is already proving its value, and the benefits are promising,” said Tray 
Cockerell, director of Strategic Relationships at Humana. “As we continue to strengthen and expand our 
strategic relationships, we look forward to helping improve community health outcomes through 
ongoing cross-functional training that best equips 21st century physicians and clinicians to understand 
the pillars of population health management, the importance of social determinants of health and the 
value of integrated, patient-centered care.” 
 
Dr. LeChauncy Woodard, director of the Humana Integrated Health System Sciences Institute, said, “The  
Humana Institute is a key resource in redefining the way physicians, nurses, optometrists,  pharmacists, 
social workers and other health professionals learn and train in their disciplines and put the patient at 
the center of care.  The healthcare industry is quickly changing, and academic institutions have a key 
role in preparing medical professionals to have the most innovative and current training for their field. 
When we align our collaboration and training to support the realities facing practitioners today, we will 
see better health outcomes in our communities.”  
 
Assembling an exceptional leadership team   
 
University of Houston students, faculty and staff provide the Humana Institute’s momentum.  
 
Dr. LeChauncy Woodard works with Humana and each of the deans from the university’s five clinical 
colleges to develop and execute disruptive programs to re-shape practitioners’ learning environments. 

https://humananews.com/health-and-wellness/humana-and-university-of-houston-advance-integrated-care/
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The Humana Institute now includes the following university leaders, who are enabling innovative change 
at the university and beyond:  

• Alan Dettlaff, Ph.D., Dean, Graduate College of Social Work  
• Lamar Pritchard, Ph.D., R.Ph., Dean, College of Pharmacy, and Humana Endowed Chair in 

Pharmacy 
• Stephen Spann, M.D., M.B.A., Founding Dean, College of Medicine and Humana Endowed Chair 

in Medicine 
• Kathryn Tart, Ed.D., MSN, RN, Dean, College of Nursing and Humana Endowed Chair in Nursing  
• Luis Torres, Ph.D., Graduate College of Social Work and Humana Endowed Chair in Social 

Determinants of Health  
• Michael Twa, O.D., Ph.D., Dean, College of Optometry and Humana Endowed Chair in 

Optometry 

Responding to real-time community needs 
 
As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded in Houston, the leaders of the Humana Institute knew there was an 
immediate opportunity to respond.  Among the many impacts of the pandemic, loneliness and social 
isolation in seniors (and in students) became a much more significant issue.  Additionally, many students 
lost jobs and other sources of income as social distancing and quarantine/stay-at-home orders 
expanded. Likewise, summer internships and field placements for clinical students were canceled. 
 
Humana and University of Houston leaders leveraged an existing pilot relationship with Papa Inc. to 
combat loneliness and social isolation in seniors.  Papa Pals – in this case University of Houston Graduate 
College of Social Work students – are paired with seniors to conduct voice and video calls to engage with 
them and address issues with loneliness.   This virtual companionship was extended to over 3,000 
Humana members who have screened positive for loneliness.  About 50 UH students were enrolled as 
Pals.  Within only a few days, Pals and their senior counterparts had scheduled over 1100 visits for the 
coming six months.   
 
“This program has so many wins associated with it,” said Luis Torres Ph.D., Graduate College of Social 
Work and Humana Endowed Chair in Social Determinants of Health.  “Students are able to get field 
placement hours that were otherwise canceled for the summer.  They are also doing good in the 
community by interacting with severely lonely seniors, which helps the students’ mental state as well, 
and they are getting paid to do it. This is truly a win-win-win-win.”  Institute leaders will leverage data 
from pre- and post-surveys to study the impact of the intervention on loneliness. 
 
Advancing the nursing profession 

A notable area of progress is within the College of Nursing, led by Humana-Endowed Chair Kathryn Tart.  
 
“The healthcare system needs more nurses, and nurses need the best training and education possible,” 
said Kathy Driscoll, Chief Nursing Officer at Humana. “As the role of nursing continues to evolve with in-
home care and primary care delivery, today’s nurses increasingly need the resources and inter-
professional training to operate at the top of their license and seamlessly transition from the classroom 
to the field. This is critical in their role to help promote positive health outcomes for patients and 
communities.” 
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University of Houston nursing students are also gaining valuable field experience when they can 
accompany Humana social workers during real-life, in-home patient visits. Nursing graduates who 
participated in this newly available program from Humana attest that this cohort experience increased 
their competence in providing care beyond a traditional clinical environment and revealed the expansive 
facets of the profession beyond single-task nursing. After participating in field experiences, students also 
expressed a newfound appreciation for their profession. Some are even considering alternative 
approaches to their work, such as telehealth or in-home nursing.   
 
“Classroom training is just part of what nurses need to be successful. With programs from the Institute, 
students are taking advantage of non-classroom training they wouldn’t be able to get anywhere else, 
and this allows us to close the training gap between the classroom and clinical environments,” said Dean 
Tart. “When we train students on real-life scenarios like food insecurity or the effects of loneliness, 
we’re empowering them with critical knowledge and context to use once they’re practicing nurses and 
engage with a broader healthcare team. These experiences are built with expertise from Humana’s 
business and under recognized patient needs, which provide students perspective, practice and 
discussion around the realities of nursing so they are better positioned to improve overall value of care.” 
 
Both organizations are now considering virtual options for clinical rotations to support a new normal in 
our society, where in-home visits may not be as readily available or feasible for students.  Telehealth has 
become a new norm that is not going away.  Leveraging this technology for rotational assignments, as 
least a complement, will not only fulfill that educational component, but it will also build students’ 
competence with new technologies and treatment modalities. 
 
Unprecedented research and interprofessional education programs drive students and talent toward 
integrated care teams   
 
New models and research projects from the Humana Institute also explore and test the benefits of 
evolving integrated care delivery models beyond traditional environments.  
 
The University of Houston and Humana are prioritizing interprofessional education (IPE) as a critical 
strategy to advance education and development for students and practitioners. Experts agree this 
method is a means to improve overall quality of care and improve health outcomes.  

• Parallel to nursing students’ experiences working in the field, which often includes visiting 
patients at home, the university’s recently accredited College of Medicine is creating an 
integrated care delivery learning model, the Household Centered Care Program. This 
contemporary model trains inter-disciplinary teams of students in residential environments and 
prepares future clinicians to provide increasingly common in-home care.   

• Another interprofessional education program, DASH, is a collaborative effort between the UH 
Data Sciences Institute, Humana Institute, Humana, and the University of Houston Honors 
College. This integrated effort with cross-functional support is a pipeline initiative to train future 
clinicians by providing undergraduate students early exposure to data and its uses to inform 
value based care.   

• Under leadership from Dr. Michael Twa, the Institute is developing and implementing a 
disruptive strategy for vision screening. Existing Partners in Primary Care Clinics will offer greater 
patient convenience by using innovative imaging tools to scan for vascular abnormalities during 



Celebrating Momentum with the Humana Integrated Health System Sciences Institute 

 
clinic visits, potentially reducing the need for patients to make a special trip to an optometrist 
and advancing learning for students with real-world patient access.  

Initial cross-collaboration research projects from the Humana Institute will generate data to measure 
the effectiveness of new models in disease management and addressing social determinants of health 
(SDOH).  

• A research program called Integrated Clinical Pharmacist and Total Cost of Care -- conducted by 
Humana Pharmacy, College of Pharmacy and Partners in Primary Care -- works to understand 
the value of having a pharmacist embedded in a clinic rather than a pharmacy to help manage 
patients with complex conditions, including CAD/CHF, COPD and diabetes.  

• Food Insecurity Screening Methods is another program the Institute and Humana designed to 
better understand clinicians’ willingness and processes to screen for food insecurity during 
appointments. Combined with closed-loop referral platforms, this screening (along with other 
SDOH screenings) will allow the Institute to study the improvements in health outcomes from a 
whole-person health focus. 
 

Ongoing momentum to improve population health in the Houston community and beyond  
 
As the Institute continues its focus on developing and training 21st century physicians and clinicians, 
programs are designed to better enable practitioners to help patients achieve better health outcomes 
outside the doctor’s office through community engagement.  
 
This is also one reason why Humana named Houston a Bold Goal market in 2019. With this shared focus, 
the Humana Institute is creating and supporting programs that not only revolutionize clinician training 
but also promote positive health outcomes and increase the number of healthy days within local 
communities.   
 
By convening community leaders, local physicians and residents, the Institute and Humana are working 
to create efficient and effective solutions to detect and better understand and address social risk factors 
and social needs.  
 
Following a Jeffersonian style dinner event -- curated by TEDMED and facilitated by Humana and the 
Humana Institute last fall -- Humana and the Institute have teamed with several new local partners in 
Houston to advance the Bold Goal and empower the medical community to better approach social 
determinants of health. The Houston Coalition on SDOH, City of Houston Complete Communities and 
Alief Community Association are three of the many partners that will help Humana and the Institute 
convene provider/physician voices, community leaders and residents.  
 
These new partnerships stand on the shoulders of recently launched programs, including:  

• An evaluation and analysis to identify key population health indicators to address risks and 
social determinants of health within key Houston target zip codes. Quarterly and use case-
specific data reviews will inform the collective impact of population health efforts and aid in the 
development and promotion of community resources for areas that need it most.  

• A Community Health Worker test program, which the Institute designed in an effort to build 
trust in community health. By connecting the most un-engaged patients in the area with trusted 

https://populationhealth.humana.com/
https://www.houstontx.gov/completecommunities/
https://www.acahouston.org/
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members of the community, the university and Humana are gaining insights on how to better 
change this passive patient behavior and ultimately lower costs and promote health outcomes.  

• Sponsoring participation in the VA Homeless StandDown event where more than 150 University 
of Houston faculty, students and staff and Humana associates participated to help provide 
Houston at-risk veterans with social and wraparound services, such as housing.  

• A community discussion and Q&A on racial inequality and health outcomes, facilitated by the 
University of Houston Graduate College of Social Work and Dr. Jocelyn Elders, former Surgeon 
General of the United States.  

As Humana and the Humana Institute look ahead to the second half of 2020 and beyond, simplified 
patient- and community-centered care that prioritizes personalization and ease will continue to remain 
a sharp focus. The Institute is planning to announce several new initiatives already underway, all of 
which promise to revolutionize traditional training and education.  
 

# # # 


