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Background
Laos

The Lao Peoples Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) is a small landlocked country in Southeast Asia, about the size of Minnesota.  Laos shares a long border with Thailand to the west and Vietnam to the east.  It borders China and Myanmar to the north, and Cambodia to the south.  The Mekong River, which originates in the Himalayas, travels across Laos, defining the country’s border with Thailand and Myanmar.  Laos is a beautiful, mountainous country, rich in natural resources and ethnic diversity.  There are 68 different ethnic groups and almost as many languages.  Although the Lao PDR remains one of the poorest countries in the world, it has experienced rapid economic growth in recent years since the government adopted policies that promote a market-based economy.  The country has a population of 5 million with an annual growth rate of 2.5% and a total fertility rate of 5.8.  The population is quite young: 45% of the population is under 15 years of age. 

The health status in the Lao PDR remains among the worst in Asia in terms of measurements such as infant mortality (82/1000), under fives mortality (106/1000), maternal mortality (530/100,000), preventable infectious diseases, and malnutrition.  Education programs for health professionals in the Lao PDR suffer from many fundamental inadequacies.  These inadequacies are so severe that most doctors graduating from the Faculty of Medical Sciences are unable to provide basic medical care, let alone respond to complex health care needs.  Until the establishment of the pediatric residency training program in 1997, there were no opportunities for ongoing postgraduate medical training in the country.  The deficiencies in the Lao medical education system have significant negative impact on individuals, communities, productivity, education, and economics throughout the Lao PDR.  Thus, there is a critical need to improve the training of physicians and to upgrade the knowledge and skills of the faculty and medical personnel already in practice in order to have any significant impact on health status in the Lao PDR.

Health Frontiers Laos Project

Health Frontiers (HF) is a volunteer, non-profit organization engaged in health-related activities in the US and overseas.  Founded in 1991, it looks for opportunities in international health and child development that would be lost without a volunteer effort.  HF is a catalyst organization prepared to seize small opportunities at the frontiers of health and to help nurture them into viable realities.  It was founded by Dr. Karen Olness and Hakon Torjesen, both of whom worked in Laos in the 1960s. 

The HF Laos project, active since 1991, is aimed at helping to strengthen the struggling Faculty of Medical Sciences (FMS) at the National University of Laos.  HF volunteers have helped the Lao Faculty to launch intensive three-year residency training programs in pediatrics and internal medicine, the first continuous postgraduate medical education in the history of the country.  The curricula are based on specific Lao health needs and are consistent with international standards. The pediatric program started in 1997, has graduated 38 pediatricians and has 18 more in training.  For a country like Laos, with three million children and previously only seven fully trained pediatricians, the prospect of adding six new pediatricians per year has substantial implications for child health.  The internal medicine program, started in 2002, has 20 Lao physicians in training and graduated 16 internal medicine physicians.  HF volunteers also support Lao curriculum and faculty development, and continuing medical education for Lao faculty and graduates of the programs. In 2002-3, they served as World Bank consultants on a restructuring of Lao medical education. Earlier, HF helped the Lao faculty to launch village-based community health training programs for medical students. 

The major HF resource supporting these activities is the donated time of volunteer faculty. The current long-term HF volunteers in Laos include Med/Peds physician Cindy Chu and Pediatrician Margot Anderson, both serving for one year on small living stipends.  They are supported by administrator Bryan Watt and Pediatric CME Coordinator Leila Srour, both volunteers.  The US-based project director for the HF effort in Laos is volunteer pediatrician Melanie Rosenberg. Other volunteers from North American Centers and Khon Kaen University (KKU) in Thailand make short-term teaching visits to Laos.  KKU provides more than 36 tuition-free training rotations per year for the Lao residents. Cash funding for the project comes mainly from individual contributions.  

HF has had a 13-year affiliation with Case Western Reserve University (Case) in Cleveland, where Dr. Olness and Torjesen were on faculty for many years.  The HF relationship with Case has always been one of complete independence as a subcontractor on a variety of grants and projects.

Resident Electives
The Health Frontiers project in Laos is well-established, has both American and Lao preceptors on site, and provides American residents a unique opportunity to learn about health care in a resource poor setting, tropical infectious diseases, and stages of disease rarely seen in the US. HF has no funding for residency exchanges, but is willing to facilitate learning experiences for those interested and able to provide their own funding.  

International health electives can provide useful adjunct training for American residents in the six core competencies required by the American Council on Graduate Medical Education.  However, they must be well structured to maximize educational benefit.  To this end, HF would like to require the following for resident electives to Laos:

· Approximately 2 pediatric and 2 internal medicine resident electives per year will be accepted each year (med-peds could fall in either category).

· Resident electives should be a minimum of 4 weeks duration 

· A preceptor at the resident’s teaching institution who has experience in international health work in developing countries should be identified for the resident. The resident should meet with this preceptor prior to departure and upon return stateside.

· The pediatrician currently volunteering in Laos will be an advisor for the resident and the resident should correspond with him or her prior to departure.

· The resident should become familiar with the Lao cultural, political and economic situation prior to departure.

· With guidance from preceptors, the resident should develop written goals and objectives for the elective prior to departure.

· The resident will be evaluated by the HF coordinator who will incorporate feedback from Lao residents and faculty who have worked with the resident.  The resident will have the opportunity to review this evaluation.  The evaluations can also be provided to the resident’s training institution.

Pediatric Residency Elective
The residency program is located in Vientiane, Laos, and the residents rotate through 2 different teaching hospitals.  The visiting resident will likely spend most time at Mahosot hospital given its proximity to Health Frontiers.

While activities may vary, American residents on elective in Laos are typically assigned to shadow a senior Lao resident on the general wards.  This provides the best experience for the resident.  Most of the Lao residents speak some English and every effort will be made to assign the visiting resident to the best English speaking resident possible to facilitate communication.  

The resident will be expected to arrive at the hospital in time for morning sign-out rounds, follow (observe) patients throughout the day with their assigned resident, participate in teaching rounds and other teaching activities.  The resident is encouraged to stay late and/or work weekends on the days that their assigned resident is on duty, but they are not expected to work overnight. While they will primarily be assigned to the pediatric ward, they will have the opportunity to observe patient care in other settings such as ICU and Well Child Clinic.  

The Lao pediatric residents have daily teaching activities, and work very hard at preparing them.  The visiting resident should work together with a Lao resident to do at least one case presentation and one journal club during the rotation (in English!).  The visiting resident will also be expected to teach about a topic requested by the Lao preceptor while in Laos.  

The Health Frontiers Pediatric Coordinator will serve as a mentor and advisor for the visiting resident and help coordinate all activities.  She/he usually participates in daily teaching rounds and all educational activities.  

Depending on the season, typical general pediatric admissions include:  Dengue hemorrhagic fever, typhoid fever, scrub typhus, measles, pneumonia, diarrhea, unrepaired congenital heart disease and acquired rheumatic heart disease, nephrotic syndrome, thalassemia, neonatal infections, beri-beri, and more.  

Logistics
Health Frontiers can assist with housing arrangements, but the visiting resident will have to pay for their own housing. Visitors typically stay at the Manoly Guesthouse near the HF project house and office.  The location is very safe and comfortable (air conditioning, pool, wireless Internet) and is within walking distance to the hospital and numerous downtown restaurants and shops.  The resident will be expected to contribute toward food costs, but will be invited to participate in HF team lunches at the project house.  Computer and internet access is available at the HF office or at various internet cafes in the city.  

The average cost of resident rotations is approximately $2000, including $1000-1300 airfare (although during 2006 these fares are rising), $100 transit, $30 visa, $400 housing, and $150 food for one month.  There are other less expensive guest houses available of good quality.  

All resident rotations must be approved in advance by the Lao FMS and will require at least 3 months advance planning in order to obtain an official visa allowing hospital entry.

Funding sources for resident electives:

· Most are self-financed by the residents

· Some institutions provide partial funding for residents (educational material stipends)

· Yale provides full scholarships for international electives for residents from other institutions (www.info.med.yale.edu/ischolar) 

· The American Academy of Pediatrics provides partial funding for international child health electives and has a list of other funding sources (www.aap.org/sections/ich/residentinfo.htm)

For more information contact:

Margot Anderson, Pediatric Residency Coordinator
manderson@excite.com
Melanie Rosenberg, MD, Laos Project Director
melaniedrosenberg@yahoo.com
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This photo depicts one of the Lao pediatric residency graduates, Dr. Phonedavanh, examining patients as part of a community outreach program.  It won first prize in the Association Liaison Organization for Partnerships in Higher Education photo competition August 2004.  It was taken by Bryan Watt, Documentary Photographer and current volunteer Administrative Coordinator for partnership activities in Laos.
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