To:
Reliability Operations Subcommittee and Operations Working Group

From: 
Vann Weldon, Training Coordinator, ERCOT

Subject:
REVIEW OF NERC CONTINUING EDUCATION PROGRAM POSTING

ERCOT endorses the idea of encouraging organizations to conduct continuing training for all personnel, and especially System Operators.  We applaud NERC’s effort at creating an opportunity for System Operators who participate in continuing training to avoid the re-certification test every 5 years.  There are however, some reservations about the process that is posted by NERC for review.

This is a summary of concerns.  In the following pages the concerns are expressed in more detail.

1.
The posted document does not allow credit for training personnel on content that is reflected in the NERC exam.  If advanced topics are not covered credit toward maintaining Operator Certification cannot be achieved.

2.
The program is unnecessarily complex.  The model of the program is to funnel everything to or through NERC.  This is a centralized process of quality control that appears more complex and burdensome than that applied by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission or Department of Energy for continuing training of Reactor Operators.

3.
The financial impact of additional fees, personnel participation, and personnel resources to process the paperwork and/or support new reviewer positions created by the complexity of this program could make it less appealing than preparing personnel every five years to retake the exam.

I, Vann Weldon, am ERCOT’s representative on the NERC Personnel Subcommittee.  If there are any additional comments please forward them to NERC with a copy to myself.

For NERC, e-mail to john.theotonio@nerc.net 

For me, Vann Weldon, at vweldon@ercot.com
I would encourage each organization to review and comment on this document.  This document is available at the following URL.  http://www.nerc.com/~oc/ps.html, under “Continuing Education Proposal for Comment – Comments due October 7, 2002”

Thanks,

Vann Weldon

ERCOT Training Coordinator

Comments on the NERC Continuing Education Program Overview and Action Plan document posted for review.  

1.
Reviews of basic NERC Policy or fundamental principles of grid operation, as is required on certification and re-certification exams, should be available for continuing education credit; CEH (CEH = NERC Continuing Education Hours).

The objective of the posted document is to disallow review of basic and fundamental training on NERC Policy or fundamental principles for CEHs .  This disconnect between re-exam expectations and continuing education requirements is listed as a benefit of the program under Continuing Education to Renew NERC Certification section and as referenced below.

Document references:

Under Continuing Education Defined, Initial training addresses basic knowledge and skills required to work in the electric power industry.  Continuing Education is job–related training beyond the basics.  . . .
. . . continuing education can include updates on operating policy,… new operating tools… refresher training on …emergency procedures and advanced and extended training to enhance the operator’s effectiveness and productivity.”

UnderWhy Recognize Continuing Education Programs and Activities?, . . . the continuing education option is that it would promote ongoing development of the operator’s competence, rather than simply re-verifying an individual’s basic knowledge of principles and policies…”
2.
The process outlined in the document to receive CEHs seems excessively complex.  The process outlined appears to conflict with the stated goal of the program, “Establish a NERC sponsored program that recognizes and encourages high quality continuing education activities…”


There are many training organizations in ERCOT, and probably throughout the industry that provide quality training to their personnel.  NERC should define minimum standards for quality training and allow credit (NERC CEHs) to be provided by those organizations.  The quality of such a program could be verified through Regional and NERC Compliance assessments.


Instead, the proposed document appears to require extensive processing of paper through NERC (increased staff, increased cost).  While the intent may be centralized quality control and may reference the NOCA standards as guidelines, the result is a program more complex and cumbersome than is required for the Nuclear industry through Department of Energy and Nuclear Regulatory Commission requirements.  

The best part of the program is authorized sponsorship of NERC CEHs.  Still, this requires having NERC tell an organization if the three courses submitted are in compliance and documenting through NERC the compliance of every other CEH training activity performed.  The preferred approach would be for NERC to train and guide organizations in establishing quality processes and reviewing the processes.


The centralized approach of forcing information through NERC before it can be declared good could stifle rather than encourage “high quality continuing training activities” in the industry.


A better approach would be to reference DOE training standards and allow organizations meeting said standards to issue NERC CEHs.  If enough CEHs are achieved, on topics established by NERC, then an individual’s Operator Certification should remain valid.  The DOE standards have been refined through real-world application, are defensible for the nuclear industry, and (by NOCA statements) are simpler than NOCA requirements.


NOCA is a very good program, but aimed at centralizing processes (including copies of all exams) for quality assurance.  The DOE program is aimed at decentralized development of quality training.

Document references:


Under Definition of a Continuing Education Hour, “Responsibility for the final determination of the number of CEHs to be awarded for a training activity will rest with the program administrators at the NERC office.”


Under Sponsors and Supporting Entities of Continuing Education Activities, “…the sponsor submits a separate application for each training activity prior to delivery of the training. NERC reviews the application and either grants or denies authorization…” or


“sponsorship is granted to those sponsors who establish a record by submitting a minimum of three individual CE applications that consistently meet NERC CE criteria.” [This allows organizations to issues CEHs, but still] “Certified CE Providers must submit proof that each training activity meets the CE criteria.”


Under Governance and Administration of the NERC Continuing Education Program, “NERC will maintain master files containing; records of attendance, evaluations, CEH’s awarded, etc.

3.
While the stated intent of the program is to minimize financial impact, identification of processes to occur at NERC may make that an unachievable goal.  There are also additional processes (costs) for participating organizations.  The annual application fees, or individual training activity fees may turn out not to be excessive, but the corresponding additional burden of cycling paper and proof associated with every activity could impact the viability of such a program.

Of course there will be additional costs for any new program, but the complexity of this approach could be making those costs higher than necessary to achieve the stated goal.

Document references:

Under Sponsors and Supporting Entities of Continuing Education Activities:

Submit a complete and accurate CE application together with appropriate fees to NERC ninety (90) days before the training activity is scheduled to be delivered.

…authorization for the sponsor to issue CEHs for delivery of the training activity for a period of one year.

Certified CE Providers must report all such CE training to NERC on a regular basis and pays the appropriate annual fees. Certified Provider status is granted for one year and is renewable.

Under Proposed Action Plan to develop and Implement a NERC Continuing Education Program:
Recruit, screen and select SMEs who have expertise in the design, development and operation of training programs.

Recruit and Train CE Reviewers

If there are any additional question on my comments, feel free to contact me at via e-mail at vweldon@ercot.com, or at 512-248-3133.

Vann Weldon

ERCOT Training 

Your Process Improvement Team

