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The background on my teaching mission in Ethiopia begins with the last two weeks of my stint as editor of Annals of Internal Medicine.  Annals had been matched with the Ethiopian Journal of Health Sciences (EJHS) as part of the African Journal Project Program, a U.S. National Library of Medicine-sponsored program to assist African medical journals.  Dr. Abraham Haileamlak, the editor of EJHS, visited Annals for two days, and I told him that I would like to come to Ethiopia for an extended visit to assist with the journal, which is based at Jimma University, one of the largest universities in Ethiopia.  He consulted with faculty leaders and made a counter-proposal: that I spend a month teaching the faculty about scientific writing for journals.  He and his faculty colleagues reasoned that Jimma University faculty authored most of the articles submitted to EJHS.  By upgrading the writing skills of the faculty, they could upgrade the quality of the journal.  In the end, I spent 95+% of my time teaching, while my wife, Carol Sox, spent considerable time working on the Scholar1 software.

The work in Ethiopia was very satisfying.  During the first week, I developed lectures.  In the next two weeks, I delivered the lectures (and related active learning experiences) over 4.5 consecutive days (9-5 with two 30 coffee breaks and a 1.5 hour lunch break) to two sets of faculty.  My students were about equally divided between faculty from Health Sciences, Agriculture, Natural Sciences, and Social Sciences.  Each of the two groups had 25 students, and nearly all finished the course.  The students all received hard copy of the slides in advance of the day’s lecture.  In addition, they received outlines describing the sections of a grant proposal, the various parts of a scientific article, and a peer review of an article.

Active learning was a key part of the training.  We divided the students into 4 groups according to their academic field.  Each group first developed a research proposal.  They began by setting priorities among several broad topic areas, using methods that I described in a lecture.  They then defined a research question with the highest priority topic area and developed strategic aims for a proposed project to answer the question.  For each of the small group working sessions, one person served as the scribe and created PowerPoint slides for the session.  In a plenary session, each group presented its proposal, answered questions, and addressed critiques, which I solicited.  Then, using their research proposal as the basis, each group developed the sections of an article based on the hypothetical results of the project: a Title and Introduction, the outline of the Methods, and the outline of the Discussion.  For the Results section, we assigned one person to work overnight to imagine possible results of their study and present them to his or her group in tables or figures. Based on these results, the group wrote the key points that they would emphasize in a Discussion section and their principal Conclusions, following the sample outline that I provided.  We had a separate exercise for writing a review of an article, using an article chosen by an assigned member of the subgroup.  

We allowed 1 to 1.5 hours of class time for the subgroups to work on their assignments.  The key to the success of the small group working sessions was the decision to ask each subgroup develop a research proposal in its discipline and using the proposal to drive the writing exercises.  The students got very engaged and often worked long into the noon hour break to complete their work.

Some thoughts about the course and the students:  The university looked upon this course as a key element of faculty development at a rapidly growing institution with high academic aspirations but as yet little productivity.  High-level academic leaders with responsibility for faculty development set the expectations for the course and at least one leader attended every session and participated actively. One of them began each of the two trainings with a short lecture explaining the purpose of the training.  At the end, each student had to fill out a list of goals for doing a research project and writing up the results and a time line for completing these tasks.  This level of commitment by top leadership certainly helped the students to stay engaged and finish the course.

Being an experienced author and editor helped me to make the course interesting and to sustain interest.  I inserted stories from my own experience as an editor and author as a way of illustrating and personalizing the material.  Lectures that seemed most engaging were those in which I covered material about editing, reviewing, and publication ethics, subjects in which I have much personal experience to relate..  Much of these lectures were illustrative anecdotes from my experience.  The lecture on research methods was long and tiring but necessary background.  The lectures on different parts of a research article were less interesting but also necessary.  

From all reports, the course was successful.  However, it was a first step along a path. The students needed this material, and they will need practice to internalize it. A few were experienced, expert researchers, but, overall, most students appeared to have relatively limited basic skills in research methods.  I drew this conclusion from a session in which each if the working groups presented its critique of a published article.  Their reviews, developed in the small groups, focused on how well the assigned articled covered the material in my outline—which they did well--but the groups didn’t explore the deeper issues raised by the study design.  From these sessions, I concluded that most of the students would need considerable supervised practice to become good journal reviewers or scientists.  If my students were typical of African university faculty, this course could contribute substantively to research workforce development in Africa, but only if the more experienced, expert researchers took responsibility for reinforcing the lessons of the course. 

Unless a faculty is willing to make ongoing commitments to reinforce the material in the lectures, I think that the lectures will have little lasting effect.  My students need supervised experience to really learn these lessons and develop their skills to a working level.  The universities must mobilize their local talent and make sure that the less experienced faculty gets many opportunities to practice their skills under local supervision.  A research-in-progress seminar is one good way to keep the less experienced faculty in continuing contact with those who were expert in the research methods of clinical epidemiology.    In addition, editors of the three Jimma University-based journals could assign faculty who took the course to review articles under supervision of the journal editor.  

Overall, I am optimistic about the lasting impact of my three weeks in Jimma, but I know now that my efforts were only a small beginning.  I admire deeply the enthusiasm of the faculty and salute those with experience and skill in research.  I hope that they continue to think of themselves as leaders of their colleagues.


