Lectures on Mother and Child Healthcare Delivered to Mongolia via Videoconference

Japanese university lecturers have begun teaching Mongolian nurses and midwives via a videoconference network which enables them to connect Mongolia and Japan. Organized by the World Bank Tokyo Development Learning Center, which runs capacity building programs for developing countries, and Kitasato University, the program aims to nurture specialists in mother and child health care. Opportunities for such education are scarce in Mongolia, and the opening session saw a turnout of 440 young women at 5 venues, all taking notes diligently and asking questions across the video screen. 

The first session was held on April 30th. At the Center, a large screen projected images of the 5 connecting venues, while Kitasato University lecturers and an interpreter sat at the podium. During a lecture on "Introduction to Midwifery", topics such as bio-ethics became the subject of discussion. 

"A pregnant woman is told by her doctor that her baby has a severe birth defect, and that if abortion is her choice, she must have the operation performed as soon as possible. The woman consults you on what to do. How should you respond?" asked a professor.

"Give birth and try to get the best possible treatment for the newborn" "Have an abortion" were among the answers given. "There is no single correct answer. It is important to understand that" said the professor. 

Participants from Mongolia asked one question after another about issues ranging from Japan's efforts to lower its maternal death rate, to wages for health care workers. 

The session lasted for about 9 hours, covering health examination during pregnancy and the role of nurses and midwives. The second session will be conducted on May 22nd with lectures on abnormal delivery, health examination for newborns and other topics.

The idea for this program was hatched when Kitasato University School of Nursing Lecturer Yae Yoshino, 40, visited Mongolia on behalf of the Japan Nursing Association in 2002 to promote nursing education. She was shocked when she saw the textbooks that students were using. They were thin booklets imported from Russia almost 50 years ago.

After repeated visits to the country, Yoshino grew to understand the local situation: poor infrastructure, a lack of computers and access to the internet made it difficult for students to gain up to date knowledge in a comprehensive manner.  Yet, the death rate for newborns under the age of one was high - In Mongolia, there are 22 deaths per 1000 births, more than 7 times the figure in Japan with 3 deaths per 1000. (United Nations Population Fund, 2007)

Yoshino was impressed with the nurses she met in Mongolia, who were highly motivated. She pondered ways to create opportunities for them to learn on a continuous basis from Japan, when she discovered the Tokyo Development Learning Center and the World Bank's videoconference network. 

She wondered if she could utilize the network, which connects about 140 countries including Mongolia by interactive videoconference, and contacted the Center. The World Bank Center agreed - and the program became reality. 

By utilizing the Center, lecturers in Japan can coordinate their schedules with much greater ease than if they had to travel abroad, without the cost. For Mongolia, it gives more participants  greater access to the latest information.

The number of participants for the first session far surpassed initial estimates of about 300. Most were women in their 20s and 30s, and some even borrowed money from relatives to get to the venue so that they could learn. Participants are expected to teach what they have learned at the community level and work to create a Mongolian textbook based on course material taking account of local conditions.

"We were able to reaffirm the strong demand in Mongolia for such opportunities" said Yoshino, and the organizers hope to continue their efforts. 

