Building core competencies for the prevention and treatment of severe malnutrition in infants and children: the role of eLearning
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Malnutrition is a major cause of death and disability among infants and children. An important reason behind failure of malnutrition management is limited knowledge and competency of health professionals. Global commitments to address these inadequacies have recently resulted in the Johannesburg and ANEC IV Nairobi resolutions, calling for core competencies in the prevention and treatment of severe malnutrition among health professionals. There is therefore the need for standardised and accessible training on malnutrition management. To achieve this, the IMTF and Faculty of Medicine eLearning at the University of Southampton have developed an eLearning course, “Caring for infants and children with Severe Malnutrition (SM)”. The course is based on WHO guidelines and provides interactive learning in 3 modules – core concepts, identification and management. In collaboration with Uganda Paediatric Association (UPA) and Makerere University Medical School, the effectiveness of the course and appropriateness of its delivery were investigated, using a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods. Participants understanding and competencies were assessed on a scale of 1-5 (1-very poor, 2-poor, 3-okay, 4-good and 5-very good) pre and post training. Eight six health professionals participated in three half-day training. The course was well received for its design and delivery. Participants’ knowledge improved significantly between the pre- and post-test total scores (mean difference = 29.7, 99%CI, 26.9 to 32.5, p<0.001). Most participants graded their understanding of topic areas as very good after the course (2 versus 39 participants for reductive adaptation and 5 versus 42 for WHO ten steps). Likewise 6 versus 38 and 3 versus 42 participants graded their ability in identifying appropriate treatment options and following the WHO ten steps respectively as very good pre and post study. The study findings suggest that this course can provide health professionals with core competencies in the care of children with severe malnutrition.
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