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Introduction

The European Respiratory Society (ERS) HERMES self-assessment course is celebrating its third year in
2020. Although it has a longer history, the course in its current format was launched in 2017 and has
provided quality assessment to over 500 respiratory specialists around the world (table 1 shows a list of
locations). Between 2018 and 2019, the number of courses delivered doubled and the first paediatric
self-assessment course was offered in 2019. The ERS HERMES self-assessment course continues to grow in
both its popularity and geographical reach.

Background

In 2005, the European Respiratory Society (ERS) launched the former “HERMES” (Harmonised education
in respiratory medicine for European specialists) initiative with the aim to harmonise standards of training
and education across Europe for respiratory specialists. The first project focused on adult respiratory
medicine for trainees and successfully developed:

1) a core syllabus describing the competencies required or recommended to become a respiratory
specialist [1];

2) curriculum recommendations suggesting how competencies should be taught and learned;

3) an accreditation methodology for training centres; and

4) a voluntary European examination, “ERS HERMES examination”, based on the syllabus to assess
whether specialists have acquired the knowledge-based component of competence.

The second project focused on paediatric respiratory medicine and developed similar outputs: a syllabus, a
curriculum, training centre accreditation and an examination in paediatric respiratory medicine.

The ERS HERMES examinations are therefore offered in two specialities: adult or paediatric respiratory
medicine. Moreover, three categories are available depending on the level of training and career stage of
the physician:

1) European Diploma: after completion of the national programme or in the final year of the respiratory
speciality training; a Diploma and 51 continuing medical education (CME) credits by the European
Board for Accreditation in Pneumology (EBAP) are awarded if successfully passed
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TABLE 1 Locations of HERMES self-assessment courses in adult and paediatric respiratory
medicine

2018
Dresden, Germany
St Gallen, Switzerland
Lisbon, Portugal
Utrecht, The Netherlands
2019
Kassel, Germany
Brasilia, Brazil
Lausanne, Switzerland
Barcelona, Spain
Barcelona, Spain (paediatric)
Wuhan, China
Moscow, Russia
Cairo, Egypt

2) In-training: open to doctors during their respiratory training to benchmark their knowledge against
European standards, worth six CME credits awarded by EBAP
3) Self-assessment: open to any qualified medical specialists, worth six CME credits awarded by EBAP

As there was an interest from participants taking the in-training category to receive explanations on
examination questions, another activity, the ERS HERMES self-assessment course, was created.

ERS HERMES self-assessment course

The ERS HERMES self-assessment course is closely connected to the HERMES examination in adult and
paediatric respiratory medicine. The self-assessment course is a smaller version of the full examination,
giving participants an opportunity to check their ability and preparedness to pass the full examination.
The course gives participants a chance to test their own knowledge against a European reference standard.
The questions offer real-life clinical situations in which candidates must use their applied knowledge to
answer.

So far offered exclusively in English, this activity gives participants 30 multiple-choice questions (MCQs)
to answer in the first hour. The mock-examination is followed by a 2-h review session of the questions
with an ERS expert. This gives participants a chance to review the questions and answers with the
guidance of an expert. It is a multidisciplinary learning environment in which participants are encouraged
to ask questions and discuss.

The HERMES self-assessment course in adult respiratory medicine is offered multiple times throughout
the year in different locations, mostly associated with activities of the national societies. Participating in the
course is an ideal opportunity to prepare for taking the HERMES examination.

Methodology of creating MCQs

In both adult and paediatric respiratory medicine, the ERS HERMES self-assessment courses are made up
of clinical cases presented in a mock-examination format. The cases are selected from a pool of MCQ
questions for the ERS HERMES examination to give participants a sampling of the type of clinical
situations found on the HERMES examination.

A rigorous review process and several quality controls, conducted by a multinational set of colleges under
ERS supervision, are set in place for all questions prepared for the examination. The process begins with
an MCQ writing workshop that takes place at the annual ERS International Congress. This workshop
covers the basics of writing a good MCQ, which aim to assess the clinical competence of a specialist, test
their knowledge, and their ability to know how to apply that knowledge in clinical situations. The MCQ
writing workshop also covers the development of the different types of questions that are found on all
HERMES examinations, A+, A-, and K-prime questions.

Writing a good MCQ question requires training and methodology. Through this workshop, the ERS not
only provides future authors with training, but also introduces them to the ERS MCQ template, which is
used across the ERS activities, the syllabus and blueprint used to ensure that there is balanced cross section
of questions.

Between October and January, the ERS receives submissions of new questions, written by members of the
ERS examination committee and MCQ authors. All submitted questions are then sent to the committee
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for review and are further discussed during committee meetings. During these meetings questions are
rejected, revised or accepted. Committee members also ensure that there is a fair representation of all the
different respiratory disease domains by referring to the blueprint. Accepted questions go through further
internal ERS quality control checks.

Benefits and highlights for participants sitting the course

Participating in an ERS HERMES self-assessment course has a number of benefits. First of all, the course
is an excellent self-assessment tool. It gives physicians an opportunity to evaluate their own level of
knowledge at a high-quality European level. For respiratory specialists outside of Europe, it is a chance to
test their knowledge against the European standard in respiratory medicine. Accredited by EBAP, sitting
the self-assessment course also offers three CME credits.

Sitting the HERMES self-assessment course is also an exceptional final preparation for taking the annual
HERMES examination. The adult course can be paired with study from the ERS Handbook:
Self-Assessment in Respiratory Medicine (edited by Konrad E. Bloch, Thomas Brack and Anita
K. Simonds), to maximise preparedness for the examination.

Hosting a self-assessment course

The ERS partners with national societies from around the world to host the ERS HERMES self-assessment
courses in either adult or paediatric respiratory medicine. Through this partnership, national societies can
offer their members a unique opportunity to test their knowledge of respiratory medicine in a convenient
local setting. As part of a set fee, the national society is provided with examination booklets, course
materials, logistical organisation and the collaboration with an ERS expert to deliver the course on site.

Development of the self-assessment course

One of the newer developments of the ERS HERMES self-assessment course is its expansion outside of
Europe, specifically its introduction to Asia. The Chinese Thoracic Society hosted the inaugural course in
Wuhan, China in September 2019, where there were 63 participants. One of the participants in China
valued the course stating that “It’s quite fantastic for me to have the experience of taking the examination
that European respiratory physicians have.” In 2019 the course in adult respiratory medicine was also
delivered in Egypt and Russia; the first paediatric course took place in Barcelona, Spain.

Conclusion

The ERS HERMES self-assessment course has proven, already in a short period of time, to be a successful
addition to other educational activities offered by the ERS. A local opportunity to access a European
standard of formative assessments attracts local specialists and trainees in respiratory medicine. With the
increasing interest in the HERMES examination, this course is also an ideal learning tool for all respiratory
specialists intending to eventually sit the examination.
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