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hen 44-year-old 
Bovora Chounla
mountri arrived in 
Manila in May 
1988, he could 

use English only in simple conversa
tion. But he realised the language was 
vital in his work as Deputy Director of 
the Cabinet in the Ministry of Public 
Health, in the Lao People's Democra
tic Republic. 

A unique programme 
Or Bovora was one of 27 health 

officials sent by their governments to 
attend the third course in English 
Language and Communication Skills 
at the WHO Learning Centre in Manila. 
Believed to be unique in the whole 
United Nations system, the ten-month 
programme was inaugurated in June 
1986 by the Regional Director, who at 
that time was Or Hiroshi Nakajima. It 
was designed to improve the partici
pants' English skills, acquaint them 
with the work of WHO, and help them 
to become better managers and lead
ers in their countries' health care o 
systems. ~ 

So far, 71 fellows have completed 
the programme. They have come from 
the People's Republic of China, Japan, 
the Republic of Korea, the Lao 
People's Democratic Republic, and 

. Viet Nam. Most of the fellows are 
administrators in bureaux and agencies 
of the health ministry concerned with 
international cooperation and tech
nology transfer. Many are medical 
doctors with expertise in specific 
aspects of public health. Working with 
their fellow participants and with WHO 
staff helps them see more clearly their 
role as links in the exchange of 
technical and managerial information 
between countries in the Region. 

"I was responsible for foreign rela
tions in the Ministry but I spoke very 
little English. I had learnt English by 
myself through books, and practised 
speaking with the people who came to 
my office," Or Bovora said in an 
interview for World Health. His English 
was fluent and only slightly accented. 
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He described the training he had in 
the Learning Centre as "very helpful." 
He now feels he has become part of a 
network of English-speaking profes
sionals who can more effectively use 
the information made available 
through WHO. For his final project in 
Manila, he spent several weeks doing 
research and interviewing WHO experts 
in the maternal and child health unit to 
gain insights into his country's pro
gramme. He then shared his findings 
with his classmates in an oral 
presentation. 

The author of this article flanked by 
some of her "pupils.,, 

Other graduates of the programme 
are just as appreciative of its continu
ing value in their work Several have 
run into former classmates and WHO 
staff in regional meetings, and many a 
conference in Manila has turned out to 
be a happy reunion of Learning 
Centre alumni with their teachers and 
WHO friends. 

"I feel very lucky to have studied in 
the Learning Centre. I learnt a great 
deal that is useful in my work My boss 
now asks me to handle correspond
ence with international agencies and I 
have more confidence in dealing with 
English-speaking visitors," Or Sun 
Ting, one of the first graduates of the 
programme, told the current batch of 
fellows. An Assistant Programme 

Officer in the Ministry of Public Health 
in China, she was in Manila recently to 
attend the regional meeting of 
National Fellowship Officers. She also 
brought news of classmates she was in 
touch with, many of whom have now 
been promoted to positions of greater 
responsibility. 

How exactly does the programme 
work? During their ten months in 
Manila, the fellows undergo an 
intensive English language pro
gramme, spending about five hours a 
day in the classroom and the language 
laboratory. In addition, they attend 
lectures by WHO staff and technical 
meetings in the regional office. They 
may also opt to do individual research 
in their specific area of interest, with 
the guidance of WHO professional staff. 

During their free time, the fellows 
have access to a Skills Centre, where 
they can listen to audiotapes, view 
videotapes on health and manage
ment, or work with the microcom
puters. They have many opportunities 
to associate with regional office staff, 
visit health facilities in and around 
Manila, and exchange views with Phi
lippine health professionals. As a result 
they gradually gain familiarity with 
WHO policies, programmes, and pro
cedures, and improve their manage
ment and leadership skills. 

The programme was initiated by 
WHO officials, with staff support from 
the American Language Institute of 
Georgetown University in Washington, 
D.C. It is now staffed by five language 
teachers and a student counsellor from 
the Ateneo de Manila who attend to 
the academic, residential, and recre
ational needs of the participants. 

Uke brothers and sisters 
"Most important is the opportunity 

to get to know people and see how 
they can work together towards a 
common goal," Or Bovora said, recall
ing the experience. The fellows either 
live together in apartments or stay with 
English-speaking families in Manila. 
"We considered each other as brothers 
and sisters. We never had disputes. We 
understood each other even if some 
were from China, some from Laos, 
some from VietNam, and so on." He 
added that although ten months 
seemed like a long time at the begin
ning, it passed very quickly, and the 
fellows felt sad when it was time to 
return home. 

They all expressed the hope that 
they, their teachers, and the friends 
they had made in Manila would meet 
again, for they could think of no better 
way to build the understanding and 
cooperation necessary to improve the 
health of people in the region. • 
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