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awarded for AIM program

2013 HIGHLIGHTS
2013 was a year of special recognition for the HERL’s programs, 
projects and researchers.

Local media, including Beaver County Times, KDKA-TV and 
WESA-FM, profiled several HERL projects:

• Cueing Kitchen – programmable, fully functional kitchen 
that generates cooking instructions for Veterans and others 
with cognitive disabilities.

• Kitchenbot – overhead-mounted manipulator to perform 
kitchen tasks for Veterans and others with upper-body 
impairment.

• StrongArm – specialized transfer-aiding wheelchair  
attachment. 

HERL researchers were awarded two patents: 
• U.S. Patent #8,376,463 for User Adjustable Wheelchair 

Backrest Mounting Hardware.
• U.S. Patent #8,490,242 for a Mobile Caster design. 

Additionally, HERL Director Rory A. Cooper, PhD was profiled in 
The Inventor’s Eye, an official U.S. Patent Office Publication, for 
his many assistive technology patents. 

2013 Awards:
• Power of Work Award from Goodwill of Southwestern 

Pennsylvania – recognized HERL’s outstanding efforts in 
supporting workforce development for individuals with 
special needs. 

• Paralympic Scientific Award – Dr. Cooper recognized for his 
outstanding contributions to the Paralympic movement. 

• VA Secretary’s Diversity and Inclusion Excellence  
Award given to Dr. Cooper based on his commitment to 
mentoring students with disabilities and to enabling  
VA and the University of Pittsburgh to better support 
Veterans with disabilities.

2013 Grants:
HERL’s Advancing Inclusive Manufacturing (AIM) program, which 
aids in the transition of rehabilitating active-duty Wounded  
Warriors and Veterans to potential careers in machining, was 
awarded a $100,000 grant by Highmark Blue Cross Blue Shield. 
The AIM program was profiled in VA Research Currents, the VA’s 
national magazine for research and development. 

Kitchenbot

StrongArm



2013 HIGHLIGHTS

CHERP
Center for Health Equity 
Research and Promotion
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#1
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reducing inappropriate  

hospitalizations

In 2013, CHERP was selected as a national VA Health Services 
Research and Development Center of Innovation (COIN). CHERP 
continues to have a primary research focus on health equity for 
vulnerable Veteran populations, and, as part of its competitive 
renewal, added a secondary focus on the quality, safety and 
value of clinical therapeutics. 

• Susan Zickmund, PhD secured HSR&D funding to  
expand the ongoing national study of “Racial and Ethnic 
Disparities in Satisfaction with VA Care,” to include 600 
racially and ethnically diverse female Veterans to also  
examine gender disparities in care overall and within 
racial and ethnic subgroups. Findings from these studies 
will shed light on the reasons underlying the observed 
racial, ethnic, and gender disparities in Veterans health 
care experiences and inform the development of targeted 
interventions to improve patient health care experiences 
among these vulnerable Veteran populations. 

• Sonya Borrero, MD, MS partnered with VA Women’s Health 
Services on an HSR&D project to describe contraceptive 
use and unmet need among women Veterans and identify 
subpopulations at high risk for unintended pregnancy. 
Findings from this ongoing national survey of female  
Veterans will provide essential information to help  
guide program and policy development and steer quality 
improvement efforts around contraceptive care in the VA.   

• Adam Gordon, MD, MPH and Lauren Broyles, PhD, RN 
received support from the National Homeless PACT 
Program to implement the Addiction Triage for Home-
less: Enhancing VA Medical Homes (ANTHEM) program 
to overcome barriers to quality health care and improve 
health and housing outcomes for homeless Veterans served 
by VA Pittsburgh. Feedback indicates that for a panel of 109 
Veterans the ANTHEM program resulted in a 40 percent 
reduction in emergency department (ED) use, a 63.5 percent 
reduction in inpatient admissions, estimated cost savings 
from deferred ED visits and inpatient stays of $498,176, and 
estimated enhanced VERA reimbursements of $784,800. 

• Walid Gellad, MD, MPH published findings from his VA 
HSR&D Career Development Award research focused on 
variation in medication prescribing and spending in the 
Annals of Internal Medicine. His analyses demonstrated 
that Medicare beneficiaries with diabetes use two to three 
times more brand-name drugs than similar patients in 
the VA. Based on this finding, the team concluded that if 
Medicare prescribing patterns were similar to those in VA, 
Medicare could have saved more than $1.3 billion in 2008 
alone without harming the quality of care or access to  
effective medications for diabetes. This paper was briefed 

CHERP’s strategic goals promote research, 
education and career development, 
collaborations with VA operational partners, 
and service. CHERP’s five infrastructure cores 
in Research Development, Biostatistics and 
Informatics, Quantitative and Qualitative 
Methods, Implementation and Evaluation, 
and Communication and Dissemination 
support the work of more than 30 health 
services researchers at VAPHS. 



to VA senior leaders, and Dr. Gellad was 
invited to present it to analysts at the  
Medicare Payment Advisory Commission, 
an independent Congressional agency 
established by the Balanced Budget Act of 
1997 to advise Congress on issues affecting 
the Medicare program. 

• Leslie Hausmann, PhD partnered with the 
national VA Office of Health Equity (OHE) to 
develop a novel cultural competency train-
ing program to educate Patient Aligned Care 
Teams (PACTs) about unconscious bias and 
ways to prevent it from negatively affecting 

patient care. She also led an assessment  
of the impact of the training program on 
PACT member attitudes about cultural 
competency and unconscious bias and on 
patient health care experiences. Results from 
this project will provide OHE with essential 
information regarding the feasibility,  
acceptability and potential impact of a PACT-
centered approach to improving cultural 
competency and position VHA as a leader in 
addressing issues of unconscious bias and 
cultural competence in health care. 

GRECC
Geriatric Research Education 

and Clinical Center

2013 HIGHLIGHTS
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One of the key missions of the Geriatric Research Education and 
Clinical Center’ s (GRECC) is to advance scientific knowledge 
regarding such needs and the methods of meeting those needs 
by facilitating a higher quality of geriatric care through:

• geriatric and gerontological research.
• training of health personnel in the provision of health care 

to older individuals.
• development and evaluation of improved models of clinical 

service for older Veterans.

GRECC research focuses on areas such as:
• neuronal cell death in stroke and neurodegenerative  

diseases.
• hearing, communication disorders, and aphasia. 

rehabilita tion in stroke and aging.
• mobility in the elderly.
• polypharmacy.
• pain assessment and treatment in the elderly.
• barriers to delivery of care to the elderly.
• stroke-related quality of life measures.
• avoiding inappropriate prescribing and medication errors 

in long term care.

Research Accomplishments:
• Merit Review Boards: nine GRECC faculty served on 20 

study sections/grant review committees



MIRECC
Mental Illness Research,  

Education and Clinical Center

2013 HIGHLIGHTS
The highlights of the  

MIRECC’s VA Advanced  
Fellowship Program in Mental 

Illness Research and Treatment 
postdoctoral fellows includes: 

Elizabeth  
Martin Bailey, PhD 

joined the program and  
concentrated her research  

on psychophysiology of  
schizophrenia disorders.

Jennifer  
Slane, PhD 

received a MIRECC Pilot Award 
for her project, Hormonal  

Influences on Eating Behaviors 
During Pregnancy.

Adam  
Bramoweth, PhD  

received a travel award from  
the Sleep Research Network 

(SRN) to attend the 2013 Annual 
SRN Conference. 

Since 2000, the Mental Illness Research, Education and Clinical 
Center (MIRECC) has served as a resource to all medical centers 
in VISN 4, and to the network of medical centers at the national 
level, on issues related to the treatment and prevention of co-
morbid medical, mental health and/or substance-use disorders. 
The Center recently underwent a highly successful review by 
VA Central Office resulting in approval for five more years of 
funding. In the upcoming year, the focus of the VISN 4 MIRECC 
will be revised to concentrate on Innovations in Personalized 
Medicine:  Improving the Effectiveness of Mental Health Care 
consistent with VHA priorities aimed at improving the care of 
Veterans with behavioral health disorders. 

Significant accomplishments of MIRECC researchers:
• Using Telehealth to Monitor Suicide Risk, PI:  John Kasckow, 

MD, PhD was recognized by VHA Office of Mental Health 
Operations (OMHO) as a Strong Practices Project. Details 
can be found at: https://vaww.portal.va.gov/sites/OMHS/
omhostrongpractices 

• Armando Rotondi, PhD, received notice of funding for from 
HSR&D for his 3 year study, Comparison of E-Health vs.  
In-Person Delivered Family Psychoeducation Treatment.

• John Kasckow, MD, PhD initiated his VA Cooperative 
Studies Program 576 VA Augmentation and Switching 
Treatments for Improving Depression Outcomes.

• Jack Cornelius, MD, MPH, received a MIRECC Pilot Award 
for his project, A Preliminary Assessment of DSM-IV PTSD 
Versus DSM-5 PTSD Among Veterans.

• VISN 4 MIRECC Peer Resource Center (Director:  Matthew 
Chinman, PhD), in collaboration with VISN 1 New England 
MIRECC Peer Education Center, created the Peer Specialist 
Toolkit: Implementing Peer Support Services in the VHA. 
The Peer Specialist (PS) toolkit provides a definition of the 
PS role), a systematic approach to the integration of PSs in 
clinical teams, information about training and supervising 
PSs, and information about other resources. http://www.
mirecc.va.gov/MIRECC/visn4/peer_specialist_toolkit.asp

• Gretchen Haas, PhD, partnered with the VISN 2 Center of 
Excellence on Suicide Prevention in the implementation 
of a community-based program to evaluate the post- 
discharge effectiveness of safety planning for Veterans 
who have been hospitalized for suicidal behavior.

• Adam Gordon, MD, MPH, received the 2013 AMERSA W. 
Anderson Spickard, Jr. Excellence in Mentorship Award 
from the Association for Medical Education and Research 
in Substance Abuse for his mentoring of medical students 
on topics related to comorbidity. 



Clinical Trials  
Center

2013 HIGHLIGHTS
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16
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investigational drugs

Healing Hearts.  
Saving Heroes.
A VA Pittsburgh cardiologist is  
exploring a new medication’s  
life-saving potential 

Dr. Aref Rahman is looking to add a powerful 
tool to his clinical toolbox.

Rahman, the head of VA Pittsburgh 
Healthcare System’s cardiac catheterization 
laboratory, is researching a promising new 
medication to lower cholesterol levels in 
Veterans diagnosed with acute coronary syndrome.

“Patients with acute coronary syndrome have a buildup 
of cholesterol in their arteries,” explains Rahman. “This 
can restrict blood flow and lead to a heart attack or stroke. 
Naturally, we want to stop this condition from escalating and 
become more serious—even life-threatening.”  

Enter a new drug, alirocumab.

The medication will “hopefully help further lower cholesterol 
levels in patients who are intolerant to the current 
medications available.”     

As an added bonus, Veterans will likely experience fewer 
side effects—such as muscle aches and pain—while on the 
drug. This combination of enhanced efficacy and safety “is an 
exciting win-win,” the researcher says.   

“We are always in search of new solutions that can help 
Veterans live the healthiest, happiest lives possible,” says 
Rahman. “In this instance, our research suggests we’re on the 
right track.”

The VAPHS Clinical Trials Center (CTC) was established in 2007. The CTC, 
which is supported by the Veterans Research Foundation of Pittsburgh, 
provides services such as study coordination and regulatory support to 
clinician interested in conducting research. 

Dr. Aref Rahman, Director of the cardiac catheterization laboratory
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