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Mtwara is a small district in southern 
Tanzania. Locally qualified doctors often work 
in policy or leave to work abroad. This leaves 
clinical o!cers, who face a shortage of tutors 
and educational resources, to assume the 
clinical role of doctors after just three years of 
study.

Partnerships London Mtwara (PaLM, 
www.palm-online.org), a UK based 
non-governmental organisation, has been 
working since "##$ to support clinical 
education with the Clinical O!cer Training 
College (COTC) in Mtwara. As part of the UK 
government International Citizen Service, 
university students from King’s College 
London spent three months in Mtwara 
establishing an online learning platform 
locally to link up with the United Kingdom.

To make this link possible, PaLM adopted 
MedicineAfrica (www.medicineafrica.com), 
an online case based tutorial facility for 
global health, featuring live clinical case 
discussions that combine text based chat with 
an uploaded “live” PowerPoint. In a previous 
article (Student BMJ "#%%;%&:d%'(), PaLM 
called for UK medical students to participate 
in this exciting new method of teaching, 
which interconnects medical students and 
healthcare professionals on an international 
scale. Students from across the UK met at BMA 
House to discuss expectations and ideas, and 
Aliki Traianou and Stephanie Ko volunteered 
to coordinate the UK side. The BMJ Group has 
continued to support this programme.

RKA UK committee
We were given the freedom to develop the 
project as we felt best. To familiarise ourselves 
with the technology and with students from 
both countries, we embarked on an “online 
freshers’ week” where we brainstormed ideas 
to cater for everyone’s interest and name the 
partnership. Enlightening and entertaining, 
it broke the ice and allowed us to develop an 
informal element to the link, also known as 
Rafiki Kwa Afya (RKA, Friends for Health).

Presenting case studies from our respective 
hospitals, such as pneumonia, diabetic 
ketoacidosis, and stroke, via this unique 
medium was challenging, but they were 
well received. We anticipated that we would 
assume a teaching role during tutorials, but 
they proved a much more interactive a)air, 
with mutual discussion and learning. The 
unreliable internet in Tanzania resulted in last 
minute cancellation of tutorials and delays in 
communication. However, everyone showed 
immense patience and determination.

It became apparent that RKA is a unique 
model e)ectively combining two key features 
of medical education that we may take for 
granted—peer assisted learning and online 
resources. The strength of the tutorials is 
that they o)er a sustained and progressive 
opportunity to develop knowledge for 
students, therefore complementing short 
teaching visits. Paula Baraitser, a PaLM 
trustee, commented: “By learning together, 
the similarities in their experience of learning 
medicine become apparent as well as the 
di)erent contexts in which they will apply this 
learning.”

The project is still in the development 
phase, but it has shown much potential, 
which we are excited about. We are currently 
working towards recruiting a committed core 
group of students from the UK.

UK students in Mtwara
We arrived in Mtwara to find a group of 
students dedicated to their careers, whom we 
witnessed working tirelessly in the attached 
hospital throughout evenings and weekends. 
COTC has a computer laboratory available to 
the students for a limited time each day, which 
they used to browse educational websites. The 
increasing role of the internet in students’ lives 
in Tanzania is a momentum that RKA hoped 
to capture and build on.

The internet is still slow at COTC, so we 
had to be creative with our resources and at 
times we headed o) to internet cafes. Other 
challenges included the occasional di!culty 
logging into MedicineAfrica and variation 
in the level of IT and English language skills 
among students. We found that some were 
more confident than others; however, the 
interactive format of tutorials meant that 
even the most reserved students had a voice. 
Through RKA tutorials, students learnt 

valuable presentation skills and enhanced 
their knowledge in areas they requested.

William Otuck, the COTC student council 
minister for education remarked, “To many 
COTC students, internet was important but 
not very useful as we lacked computer skills. 
Then came RKA. We didn’t realise how big 
and serious this project was initially. We 
presented our own cases to the UK students 
and learnt from the cases presented by them. 
Importantly, we learnt how to use the internet 
to learn.”

Challenging circumstances
MedicineAfrica has provided an enormous 
boost to education at COTC, allowing 
enthused students on both sides to learn 
about healthcare and the experience of being 
a medical student in conditions so di)erent 
from those in our own countries. In doing 
so, the PaLM link has grown, and hopes for 
the future are high. Planning is under way 
for further investment in IT infrastructure, a 
second UK student trip to Mtwara, and the 
possibility of hosting COTC students in the 
UK. There is still a huge need for learning 
resources in southern Tanzania though, and 
we hope that as internet in the area improves, 
other colleges will be able to join RKA.

We hope the links we have made this 
summer will continue long into the future—
through the website, friendships, and 
recruitment in the UK and Tanzania. Linking 
Tanzania and the UK was a struggle at times. 
However, the enthusiasm and the gratitude 
of Tanzanian students, as well as the learning 
opportunities for UK students, were a constant 
reminder of the value of working in such 
challenging circumstances.
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Further information
If you are interested in joining RKA, email BMJ(Life@bmj.com.
PaLM is currently fundraising to host COTC students in the UK. 
To help in these efforts, email BMJ(life@bmj.com.

Students and doctors networking globally
UK medical students involved in the PaLM charity assist in educating 
medics and doctors worldwide
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