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Introduction

This special issue addresses the role of universities in promoting
population health, particularly through the education of health profes-
sionals. The papers are set in Tanzania and describe activities that arose
from a collaboration between the Muhimbili University of Health and
Allied Sciences (MUHAS) in the United Republic of Tanzania and the
University of California San Francisco (UCSF) in the United States,
through the Academic Learning Project (ALP) supported by the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.1

The hypothesis underlying our work is that academic institutions can
work with health systems to provide health professionals with adequate
pre-service and continuing education to prevent and reduce the disease
burden of populations; and that collaboration between academic
institutions can provide opportunities to develop and share best
practices, for example, in curriculum development, teaching and assess-
ment methods, and faculty development.

The emphasis in these papers is on the training of health professionals
because their shortage in Tanzania is disproportionately high compared
with other types of health workers. Traditionally, Tanzania has relied on
mid-level health workers trained by the Ministry of Health and Social
Welfare – to the extent that Tanzania is among African countries with the
highest proportion of such workers.2 Thus, in addition to an extreme
shortage of all types of health workers, Tanzania urgently needs qualified
supervisors for all elements of the health system (community level
protection and prevention as well as medical care) and specialists to
whom patients can be referred by primary care clinicians.

Many Tanzanians living in rural areas have limited access to and
expectations of adequate care with the result that morbidity and
mortality rates are high. For example, in Tanzania, for every 1000 births
approximately five women die of pregnancy-related conditions and
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26 children die before reaching 1 month of age; 3 malaria accounts
every year for the deaths of 60 000 people of whom 80 per cent are
under 5 years of age;4 and 1.4 million people live with HIV and about
40 per cent of those who need anti-retroviral treatment receive it.5

The health system needs: qualified public health specialists to plan and
implement community-wide programs to prevent malaria, malnutrition,
and tuberculosis; medical doctors to run hospitals that are able to
prevent mothers from suffering postpartum hemorrhage, babies from
dying of birth asphyxia, children dying from asthma, and patients
experiencing sepsis after surgery; and nurses to provide ante-natal care
to pregnant women who may deliver at home, and to make timely and
appropriate referrals of patients from dispensaries to hospitals.

To fulfill its vision of ‘access to basic, equitable affordable and
quality health services for all’, the Government of Tanzania is calling
on universities to rapidly scale up their output of health professionals –
doctors, nurses, dentists, pharmacists, public health workers, and
others.6 Building on its long experience as a college of the University of
Dar es Salaam, MUHAS gained its charter in 2007 with a mission to
prepare the best health professionals to run the country’s health system.7

We describe MUHAS’s early efforts to introduce educational innovation
to meet national development targets and to fulfill its mission.

By focusing on one institution in one country, the papers in this
supplement demonstrate the challenges involved in massive university
transitions to better contribute to improving health. The lessons learned
in this collaboration will interest staff of universities and ministries in
other countries challenged to improve health and to provide better care
for all of their people.

Approach and Process

The 3-year ALP was packed with activity for the MUHAS–UCSF
Partnership. MUHAS’s urgency to revise its curricula, and to make other
institutional changes, put pressure on already over-worked faculty and
administrators. Although we did not set out for this to be a research
project, we did intend to document what we did. In March 2011, in Dar
es Salaam, we brought together key ALP contributors (representing
different sets of ALP activities), and asked them what they would like to
write about. Natural writing teams emerged and began drafting papers;
along the way, some papers merged with each other, some did not
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come together, and others emerged. After completion of the project
in October 2011, with significant editorial advice from Phyllis Freeman,
we worked closely with the 56 authors to complete the writing and
submit the papers by the end of August 2012. We shared each paper, with
the exception of commentaries, with reviewers who had published in the
same field, and we ensured that most reviewers had experience either in
Tanzania or in other parts of Africa. Our reviewers were exceptionally
responsive, providing insights that enabled us to revise and improve the
papers. Sarah Macfarlane, Phyllis Freeman, and our copy-editing team
edited all papers for consistency and quality and to comply with JPHP
standards.

Themes and Focus of the Special Journal Issue

The supplement opens with four commentaries that set the scene for the
subsequent articles. In the first paper, Partnering on education for health,
Kisali Pallangyo, Haile Debas, and colleagues introduce the partnership
between MUHAS and UCSF, providing the background for why we set
out to work together. They differentiate the way we worked from how
more traditional research collaborations function, as the ALP involved
many participants and worked closely across schools at both institu-
tions. Two commentaries by Gideon Kwesigabo and colleagues provide
the Tanzanian context in which the work was set, in Health challenges in
Tanzania: Context for educating health professionals and Tanzania’s
health system and workforce crisis. Tanzania’s population of about
45 million struggles to live in healthy environments without substantial
threats to health from mosquitoes or dangerous transportation; and to
gain access to quality care, suffering high disease burdens. Mothers and
children die unnecessarily, and people live with HIV/AIDS, malaria, and
tuberculosis while also suffering from increasing prevalence of heart
disease and cancers. About 70 per cent of the population live in rural
areas and have limited access to adequate health facilities. The health
system depends on a range of health-care workers of whom skilled health
workers are in the minority. Hence, it is all the more important for
universities to educate health professionals to lead the health system in
providing protection from avoidable threats to health, and preventive
and curative care. InEmergence of a university of health sciences: Health
professions education in Tanzania, Charles Mkony traces the origins of
MUHAS back to the formation of the United Republic of Tanzania. He
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reflects on the early drive by Tanzania’s first President, Julius Nyerere, to
make education available to all, and for health services to reach the most
rural areas, marking the start of education for the medical, dental,
pharmacy, public health, and nursing professions in Tanzania; and
Mkony comments on the challenges facing MUHAS as it becomes a
university, alongside several other newly emerging health professions
schools in Tanzania.

Educational transformation to meet Tanzania’s health challenges

In the first five original articles, members of the ALP team explain the
process by which MUHAS revised its curricula and the contributions
made by both MUHAS and UCSF to that process. In the first paper,
Curricular transformation of health professions education in Tanzania,
Olipa Ngassapa, Ephata Kaaya, and an inter-disciplinary group of
colleagues from MUHAS and UCSF describe how, over a 3-year period,
MUHAS transformed its educational approach – from teaching students
content, or knowledge, to facilitating them to learn how to integrate
knowledge, skills, and attitudes for application in workplaces to per-
form well as professionals in Tanzania. The curriculum is now char-
acterized by ‘competencies’ each student is to demonstrate as the basis
for graduation (competency-based education). In New curriculum in
dentistry for Tanzania, Peter Loomer, Joyce Masalu, and colleagues
describe what this educational transformation meant for dental educa-
tion in Tanzania – MUHAS having the only school of dentistry in
Tanzania. In Clinical pharmacy to meet the health needs of Tanzanians,
Sharon Youmans, Olipa Ngassapa, and Mhina Chambuso show how the
MUHAS School of Pharmacy used this opportunity to begin to evolve
the role of pharmacists from providers of drugs to become partners
in patient care teams and contributors to public health programs. In
Emergency care capacity in Africa: A clinical and educational initiative
in Tanzania, Teri Reynolds, Juma Mfinanga, and colleagues working in
the newly renovated Emergency Department at Muhimbili National
Hospital (MNH) highlight the importance of trauma care in Africa and
describe how the MNH, in collaboration with MUHAS, is training the
first emergency care physicians in Tanzania. Finally, in First steps
towards interprofessional health practice in Tanzania, Sebalda Lesha-
bari, Lindsey Lubbock, and colleagues describe an educational experi-
ment where faculty asked students from pharmacy, nursing, medicine,
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and public health to work in interprofessional teams in a rural district,
considering patient care and the public health context from each other’s
perspectives.

Building the capacities of faculty to lead institutional transformation

Authors of the next three original articles tackle the challenges facing
faculty in supporting their institutions through major educational
transition. In Teaching and educational scholarship in Tanzania, Charles
Mkony, Patricia O’Sullivan, and an inter-disciplinary group of collea-
gues outline MUHAS’s strategy to build faculty capacity to teach the new
competency-based curricula; the authors also provide a comprehensive
list of educational resources to assist other institutions planning to
introduce faculty development programs. In Health professions educa-
tors as agents of change in Tanzania, Doreen Mloka, Selma Omer,
and colleagues present how MUHAS and UCSF cultivated a group
of MUHAS junior faculty to become an interprofessional group of
educators. They, in turn, are developing similar skills among other
faculty and postgraduates at MUHAS – concentrating on skills to teach
and assess competency-based education. Finally, in Focusing university
expertise in Tanzania on national health priorities, Joyce Masalu,
Muhsin Aboud, and colleagues describe MUHAS’s development of its
first institutional research agenda that encourages faculty to direct
their expertise toward national health priorities. Recognizing the link
between research and education, MUHAS chose health professions
education as one of ten priority research themes.

The issue concludes with two reflective pieces. In their viewpoint,
Tracking university graduates in the workforce, Senga Pemba, Sarah
Macfarlane, and colleagues highlight the gap in information between
graduation, professional registration, and employment of health profes-
sionals; they emphasize the benefits to universities in cooperating with
ministries, professional bodies, and others collecting human resource data
– obtaining feedback about the education they provide and its relevance to
the workplace. Finally, in An opportunity for student fieldwork in global
health academic programs, Molly Fyfe, a student of public health who
became a member of the ALP team, relates her capstone experience
working with the ALP and suggests that participation in educational
projects provides valuable insights for students of global health.
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Conclusions

In 2010, after we had begun our work together, the Lancet published the
findings of a commission on education of health professionals for the
twenty-first century.8 The commission and others observed that little is
written about the processes of health professions education; especially
true for Africa. We hope that by describing our preliminary work in the
JPHP, we can engage the public health and higher education commu-
nities in identifying how to critically assess and strengthen the link
between the education of health professionals, best practices, and health
outcomes.

We suggest that a critical mass of well-educated and competent health
professionals can influence the health system in which they work and
improve health outcomes, through the public health programs and clinical
care they provide, and by raising standards through good practice and
appropriate supervision. However, the ability of these health professionals
to perform depends on the adequacy of the health system to employ and
facilitate them to practice what they have learned. It is crucial that
universities, and ministries of education and of health work together long
term to document and evaluate educational reforms such as those we have
described, and that universities recognize and promote research that links
the performance of both the health and education systems.
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