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Abstract
The newly approved and released health information management (HIM) curriculum competencies
defined by the AHIMA Foundation provide requirements needed for today’s emerging professionals
to be successful in the HIM field. However, these competencies provide a challenge for those in HIM
education in terms of implementation due to the number of significant changes and the lead time
required for curricular changes at the university level. Illinois State University undertook a gap
analysis to assess current status and future needs as a first step in implementation of the new
competencies. The analysis showed that 34 percent of the new competencies were not met in the
current curriculum. These findings indicated the need for a change in course curriculum and the
addition of at least one new course. In addition, the findings allowed for an in-depth analysis of
current curriculum and development of a stronger curriculum throughout the program.
Keywords: curriculum competencies, gap analysis, curriculum, accreditation, health information
management, medical informatics, evaluation, competency-based education

Introduction
Health information management (HIM) baccalaureate degree programs must be accredited by the
Commission on Accreditation for Health Informatics and Information Management Education
(CAHIIM) in order for their graduates to be eligible to sit for the registered health information
administrator (RHIA) certification examination. To be CAHIIM accredited, HIM programs must meet
the curriculum requirements specified in the HIM curriculum competencies developed and
approved by the AHIMA Foundation’s Council for Excellence in Education (CEE). Specifically,
according to the CAHIIM HIM 2012 baccalaureate degree standards:
The curriculum syllabi and course content must ensure concise and adequate coverage of
the AHIMA HIM entry-level curriculum competencies and knowledge clusters for
baccalaureate degree programs. Each course syllabus must be evaluated against the
required knowledge clusters, and demonstrate learning progression to achieve the stated
entry-level curriculum competencies.1
To meet the changing needs of the HIM field and healthcare in general, the CEE periodically
updates the curriculum competencies and knowledge clusters. Current CAHIIM accreditation is
based on the curriculum competencies that were released in 2011. However, the CEE recently
released the 2014 version of new curriculum competencies and curricular considerations,2 which
CAHIIM requires that programs implement by 2017. With all the changes in the HIM field, these
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competencies understandably include significant changes from the 2011 competencies. While these
changes are needed to adequately prepare students for work in the industry, they present
challenges to those in academia. Implementation of such changes can include changes in course
material or assessments, revision of program curricula, or even development of new courses.

Background
One way many college and university programs have assessed compliance with curriculum
standards or requirements is through the use of gap analysis. The CEE provides HIM educators with
the basic tools to complete a gap analysis through the competency-based curriculum requirements.
These competencies allow a natural progression of review and assessment through curriculum
mapping and gap analysis. Gap analysis can be used in education, as well as other settings, to
determine the difference between “what is” and “what should be.” Gap analysis is a familiar concept
in performance improvement, and many have used it in the professional setting. The literature points
to the value of gap analysis in education through the assessment of curriculum alignment with
standards or requirements. Published reports have documented the use of gap analysis in assessing
curricula in a variety of educational settings, ranging from curriculum review in a single
undergraduate nursing program, to student or alumni surveys, to a national gap analysis review
assessing more than 200 graduate programs’ curricula in biomedical informatics. Fater, who
completed a single program gap analysis, points out that “gap analysis is useful when the desired
outcomes or objectives are known,”3 as in the case of nursing core competencies or required HIM
curriculum competencies. Gap analysis allows an objective measurement of the gaps between the
“specified level of service and the service actually delivered.”4 In addition, “gap analysis has many
benefits . . . providing a basis for comparison or improvement . . . a systematic process of evaluation .
. . a quantitative basis for analysis.”5
Gap analysis frequently starts with standard curricular or educational requirements. The CEE
provides HIM educators with competency-based curriculum requirements. Competency-based
curriculum has many advantages in educational programs that require specialized skills or
knowledge as well as skills or knowledge that will be assessed through certification or licensing
processes. Specialties such as nursing, pharmacy, information technology (IT), nuclear technology,
biomedical informatics, and HIM fall into this category. Competency-based curriculum requirements
in these areas allow for “standardizing education within the profession. To advance the field, a
common ground has to be established among all programs.”6 This common ground, these
requirements, identify the skills and knowledge, as well as the level of skills or knowledge, that
graduates of such programs need in order to be successful new professionals. The use of these
required competencies also lends itself well to curriculum mapping and gap analysis.
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These competency-based curriculum requirements can be used in curriculum mapping, or
matching the requirements to specific courses within the educational program. Curriculum mapping
“documents what is taught (learning objectives and course content), how it is taught (teaching
methods and learning opportunities), when it is taught (timetabling and sequencing), and what is
learned (learning outcomes and student assessment).”7 Such mapping can be used to assess
alignment with required standards, and “gaps, redundancies, or inconsistences”8 in the curriculum
can then be identified. Curriculum mapping, while a complex process, can be invaluable in the
“deconstructing and analyzing of the intended curriculum relative to the national educational
outcomes . . . and competencies.”9
Competency-based curriculum requirements and curriculum mapping can easily lead to
identification of gaps or differences between “what is” and “what should be,” or gap analysis. This
process is “an effective method to determine deficiencies in knowledge and practice.”10
Determination of such deficiencies can, in turn, lead to identification of needed areas of
improvement. In addition, gap analysis can identify strengths and redundancies in the existing
curriculum. “It essentially reveals areas of underpreparedness and overpreparedness.”11 A review of
these deficiencies, strengths, and redundancies can lead to a clear understanding of where
curriculum revisions should be made and where courses or material should be changed, added, or
deleted. “The gap analysis provide clear direction for curriculum revision.”12
Curriculum mapping and gap analysis are commonly used methods of addressing compliance with
new curriculum competencies. Mammi and Ithnin used curriculum mapping of required
competencies in an IT program to ensure a relevant program that met the curriculum requirements.
They found that curriculum mapping allowed for addressing “any training needed for the faculty . . .
recommendation for curriculum enhancement. . . . teaching materials and evaluation methods that
will support the learning objectives and student performance of the compentencies.”13 Howard and
Warwick support the use of gap analysis in a curriculum review of management accounting
education. They state that gap analysis “is a method of curriculum evaluation and curriculum
maintenance which is very supportive of the Decision-making model”14 of curriculum development.
This model of curriculum development allows for a “feedback and adjustment loop”15 that leads to a
curriculum that meets all requirements. As seen in the literature, the combination of curriculum
mapping and gap analysis has been highly touted as an effective method of assessing curricular
alignment with required existing or new competencies.
At Illinois State University, a gap analysis was completed as the first step in the process of
implementation of the 2014 competencies by 2017. Illinois State University offers two baccalaureate
degree sequences, a traditional on-campus sequence and a RHIT-to-RHIA online sequence. Both
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programs are a part of the CAHIIM accreditation process at the university, and both must meet the
required competencies. Currently, different faculty members teach in the on-campus sequence and
the online sequence. Therefore, ongoing close collaboration is required to ensure consistency and
standardization of course curricula, evaluations, and assessments. Faculty use the same books for
similar courses, use shared course materials, and work together to ensure that both programs meet
the required competencies. While the formats differ, in many cases the two sequences use identical
learning tools and assessments. Both the on-campus and online sequences were included in this
analysis. This evaluation enabled an examination of both the current status of the two sequences
and the changes that will need to be put into place prior to 2017.
An analysis of the current curriculum against the 2014 version of the competencies was completed
by the HIM faculty during the summer of 2014. This analysis included a review of all evaluations,
including exams, assignments, case studies, and projects, against the competency content areas
and the associated Bloom’s Taxonomy level of learning and evaluation. Both the on-campus and
online sequences were reviewed. As expected, since many of the competencies were new, a
number of gaps were found in the analysis. This formal gap analysis enabled the faculty to assess
current status and the need for changes prior to 2017. Completing this analysis three years early
provided ample time for the curricular or course changes needed to meet the new competencies.

Gap Analysis Methodology
A formal gap analysis was completed by the Illinois State University HIM faculty during June 2014. In
an in-depth review, the syllabi and course assessments and evaluations were compared to the 2014
competencies. Each faculty member reviewed his or her own course materials against the
competencies as listed in the baccalaureate-level HIM curriculum map.16 The AHIMA Curriculum
Crosswalk,17 which included the 2014 competencies with crosswalks to the 2011 map, was also used
to aid in the analysis of the new competencies and existing curricular evaluations that would serve
to meet these competencies. An Excel spreadsheet was used to track each competency, the
associated Bloom’s Taxonomy level required, and the course activities that were used to support
student learning of the specific competencies and the Bloom’s Taxonomy level at which these were
evaluated. Following the individual review, a group review was completed in which overlapping
areas and gaps were discussed to more fully ascertain current status and future needs. After this
group review, a final spreadsheet was developed showing the competencies that were met under
the existing curriculum and the competencies that were not. The resulting spreadsheet provided
easy visualization of existing gaps. Color coding was used to indicate competencies that were met
(green) and competencies that were not met (red) (see Figure 1). Removal of the competencies that
were met in the existing curriculum (green) from the spreadsheet resulted in a list of the unmet
competencies or gaps (see Figure 2).
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Gap Analysis Results
A number of gaps were found in the analysis, which was expected because significant changes
were made in the new version of the competencies. While many of the new content areas were
expected, the higher level of Bloom’s Taxonomy required in some areas was somewhat of a
surprise. The current curriculum evaluations and assessments did not meet the required Bloom’s
Taxonomy level for 35 of the 102 total 2014 competencies (34 percent). Of the 35 competencies that
were not met, 18 (51 percent) were taught and evaluated at some level but did not meet the new
2014 Bloom’s Taxonomy level required. The remaining 17 competencies were not taught or
evaluated. Of these 17 competencies, 15 (88 percent) were completely new competencies that did
not have an associated 2011 competency per the AHIMA Curriculum Crosswalk. Many of the areas
where gaps were found were in health information technology, strategic planning, and project
management. This finding was also expected because competencies were added in these areas.

Discussion
The gap analysis and the completed spreadsheet provided a considerable amount of information for
the faculty. Not only did the review emphasize the gaps that existed, but the analysis process
allowed for fine-tuning of curriculum throughout the HIM program. Discovery of existing gaps also
provided clear direction for moving forward.
The individual and group analysis process allowed for each faculty member to review his or her own
courses, syllabi, and evaluations and assessments. This process allowed faculty to review exactly
what competencies were being taught and at what level students were being evaluated, allowing
for reflection on potential curricular changes to improve teaching and learning. The group analysis
allowed faculty to work together to clearly see curricular overlaps and progressions both within and
between courses. This cooperation helped enable faculty to reduce overlapping curriculum and at
the same time tighten curricular progressions between courses so that students could learn
pertinent topics in an appropriately progressive manner. These changes created a stronger
curriculum throughout the program and also created a tighter correlation between the curriculum in
the RHIA on-campus sequence and the RHIT-to-RHIA online sequence.
Identification of existing gaps allowed for an initial review of what broad changes might be needed
to close those gaps. Because curricular changes at the university level require significant lead time,
this early analysis provided the opportunity to evaluate the need for new or revised courses. The
faculty determined overall changes they felt were needed, including a deletion in the courses
required through the College of Business and the addition of courses within the HIM sequence. The
added courses increased the emphasis on IT and strategic planning/project management. The
faculty also noted that more technology will need to be added to courses throughout the curriculum
through more extensive use of the student electronic health record system, the cancer registry
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abstracting system, Access database software, and other information systems.
These initial suggestions were taken to the HIM Advisory Committee for their suggestions and
approval. The Advisory Committee agreed with the faculty recommendations and further
emphasized the need they see in the field for these skills in new graduates. These initial suggestions
faced no disagreement, as all committee members felt that new graduates will need these skills.
The Advisory Committee’s support further emphasized the need for the suggested changes to the
program curriculum.

Conclusion
The 2014 HIM competencies provide a new challenge to those in academia. However, the HIM
profession must train students to be prepared for the workplaces they will enter. To accomplish
these needed changes, faculty members have been called on to evaluate and modify courses and
curricula in addition to training and teaching future HIM professionals. While three years are allotted
for implementation of these new competencies, many academic institutions require significant lead
time for curricular changes, so identification of needed changes must be completed as soon as
possible.
Gap analyses have been found to be an efficient and effective tool in the evaluation and assessment
of curriculum against educational standards or requirements. The gap analysis completed in Illinois
State University’s HIM program provided an excellent opportunity to assess the current curriculum
and curricular alignment with the new competencies. In addition, it allowed for fine-tuning of
curriculum throughout the program and between the on-campus and online sequences. With the
gap analysis completed, faculty at Illinois State University are now ready to move forward in
implementing the needed changes to meet the competency requirements in 2017.
Jennifer Peterson, MS, RHIA, CTR, is an assistant professor in the Department of Health Sciences at
Illinois State University in Normal, IL.
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