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World’s Top Leaders in Ophthalmic Education Meet to Discuss How to Reduce Disparities in Ophthalmic Education 

LAS VEGAS – The American Academy of Ophthalmology hosted an open forum during its Annual Meeting in Las Vegas (November 2006) to discuss the continuing professional development needs of ophthalmologists around the world.

The World Ophthalmology Leaders Forum in Education (WOLFE) is held each year at the Academy’s Annual Meeting to provide world leaders an opportunity to meet one another and to collaborate on issues of shared interest and concern. The goal is to make ophthalmic education as relevant, timely and accessible as possible to ophthalmologists throughout the world.
“Ophthalmology is a relatively small specialty, allowing world leaders in ophthalmology to strive to speak with one voice,” said H. Dunbar Hoskins Jr., MD, the Academy’s executive vice president and moderator of the panel discussion. “The way to achieve this singular voice is through open communications and the ready exchange of knowledge, information and expertise. The WOLFE meetings are an important means to that end.” 

This year’s panelists included: Dennis S.C. Lam, MD, of the Asia Pacific Academy of Ophthalmology; Marko Hawlina, MD, of the European Society of Ophthalmology; Enrique L. Graue, MD, of the Pan-American Association of Ophthalmology; Mohamed A. El-Aswad, MD, of the Middle East African Council of Ophthalmology; Ahmed M. Trabelsi, MD, assistant professor at Institute of Ophthalmology of Tunis and president of NADI AL BASSAR (North African Centre for Sight); Alfred Sommer, MD, MHS, of the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health; Bruce E. Spivey, MD, of the International Council of Ophthalmology and Richard L. Abbott, MD, of the American Academy of Ophthalmology.
The panelists’ presentations underlined the differences among the region’s continuing professional development programs, but they also offered a reason to hope that the world community may be on its way to bridging those differences.

The ophthalmic community is beginning to reach consensus on what ophthalmologists ought to know and the Internet is helping to disseminate that information.

Dr. Lam, secretary general of the Asia Pacific Academy of Ophthalmology, described his society’s impressive online education program and stressed the importance of the Internet in his region’s continuing professional development program, noting, “Quality is a journey, not a destination. If you’re not using information technology, you’re losing ground.”

Dr. Abbott, the American Academy Ophthalmology’s secretary for Quality Care and Knowledge Base Development, described two new Academy programs that will use the Internet to reach ophthalmologists throughout the world.
The Academy is offering ophthalmic societies the ability to present a comprehensive educational curriculum to their members through an online subscription to a product called Compass.

Originally developed by the Academy to prepare U.S. ophthalmologists for certification renewal (Maintenance of Certification), Compass was produced by teams of practicing ophthalmologists representing comprehensive and subspecialty ophthalmology. It contains the most clinically relevant information every practicing ophthalmologist must know to remain current.
The Academy is developing another online resource that will allow ophthalmologists around the world to keep up to date with the latest drugs and technologies as they happen, together with expert commentary as to their utility and application. This new resource is also expected to include a search function that will allow ophthalmologists to obtain, among other issues in disease management, a differential diagnosis while they’re examining the patient.

Dr. Abbott said these efforts represent an opportunity to help reduce disparities in ophthalmic education so the world will benefit.

“National societies can mold it so it’s appropriate for local programs. We just need to think about how to build on it now,” Dr. Abbott said.

Dr. Sommer, who has been credited with saving millions around the world from blindness through his discovery that the consequences of vitamin A deficiency could be effectively, quickly, and cheaply treated with oral high-dose vitamin A supplementation, said such online education programs show that content can be provided to ophthalmologist throughout the world, but “The question now is bottling it (the content) together. (Ophthalmic) societies need to get together to agree on what is relevant 
information for their region. The next challenge is finding the people who can package it so it’s effective and affordable.”

Among the fund-raising ideas the panel discussed included soliciting philanthropists and non-governmental organizations such as the World Health Organization or National Eye Institute. They also discussed the possibility of charging physicians a small subscription fee, no more than what they would pay for a journal subscription.

 

How to get started on such an ambitious project? The group agreed that the global community has to share its expertise to determine what we can do together to most effectively use the resources we have so the word’s ophthalmologists get the education they need and the world’s population benefits. The next WOLFE meeting will be held in New Orleans in November of 2007.
###

About the American Academy of Ophthalmology 

AAO is the world's largest association of eye physicians and surgeons—Eye M.D.s—with more than 27,000 members worldwide.  Eye health care is provided by the three “O’s” – opticians, optometrists and ophthalmologists. It is the ophthalmologist, or Eye M.D., who can treat it all: eye diseases and injuries, and perform eye surgery. To find an Eye M.D. in your area, visit the Academy's Web site at www.aao.org.
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