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ABOUT BMS
About Newsletter
The BMS Newsletter is a literary piece that is released biannually by College of Medicine’s Biomedical Sciences Department (BMS) through its Events
and Media Committee. Its purpose is to highlight the
department’s activities and inform the wider community on opportunities that exist in various establishments of the department for the benefit of students, academicians and the general population of
Malawi.
For this reason, every issue of BMS Newsletter tries
to display the reputed teaching excellence that
roams within BMS walls and corridors, capture
cutting-edge Bioscience research projects taking
place in its laboratories coupled with prospects for
future projects, and report progress on some of the
department’s non-profit community engagement
undertakings.
For more information on BMS activities, visit
www.medcol.mw.

The Physiology Unit focusses on teaching and research in physiology as applied to the function of
human body systems in states of health as well as
their response in states of disease.
Foundation Studies Unit
This Unit is involved in teaching and research in
sciences and language as applicable to foundational year students. Focus areas include; Physics,
Chemistry, Biology, Mathematics, Information and
Communications Technology and Language and
Communication.

State-of-the-art Facilities
•
•
•
•
•
•

Physiology Fertility Laboratory
Clinical Chemistry Laboratory
Histology Laboratories
Gross Anatomy (Dissection) Laboratory
Cell Culture (Bioactivities) Laboratory
Natural Products Laboratory
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Teaching focus
BMS is one of the oldest and largest departments of
the University of Malawi College of Medicine. It provides biomedical science teaching and research services to MBBS, DAHS and BSc. Clinical Science Programs, particularly in years 1, 2 and 3. The BSc. In
Biomedical Sciences is currently being developed and
is expected to roll out end 2019. Traditionally, services are delivered through its four Units: Anatomy,
Physiology, Biochemistry and Foundations.
The Department also has a number of NCHE–
accredited postgraduate programs which include,
MSc. In Bioinformatics and MSc. Biomedical Sciences
(currently in development). In addition, BMS houses
several MSc. and PhD students.
Anatomy Unit
Housed within BMS premises, this Unit is actively involved in teaching and research of Macroscopic, Microscopic and Developmental Anatomy as applied to
biological and human disease processes.
Biochemistry Unit
This Unit is responsible for teaching and research in
biochemistry, molecular science, clinical chemistry
and analytical methods relevant to medical practice.
Physiology Unit
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Happy New Year!! Happy 2019!! This is another exciting year and we look forward to
great opportunities ahead.
First, thanks to Section Heads, Chairs of various Departmental Committees, Programme
Coordinators, technical staff and in short all
BMS staff members for the hard work in
2018. You demonstrated a high level of dedication, commitment and excellence in delivering your duties. All exams which the Department administered were delivered with
high quality, in time and with minimal queries.
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Word from the Head

In the year 2018, we made several strides in
increasing staff establishment and equipping
our labs. We recruited staff to fill several
vacant positions in Anatomy, Foundation
and Physiology Units. We have increased the
number of lab equipment in Foundations,
Biochemistry and Anatomy labs. Anatomy
procured the microtome machine, thanks to
ACEPHEM support which contributed half
the cost, in addition to the highly advanced
fluorescence microscope.
Foundation had bought several equipment
to enable better learning as the number of
students per station was reduced to manageable levels. Further, we have recently
purchased two spectrophotometers for Biochemistry Unit. These will allow us do more
experiments.
We have done very well on Income Gener-
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ating Activities where we managed to share
the proceeds three times in a space of two
years. The Events and Social Welfare committee did an outstanding job in organizing
the Connect meetings every last Thursday at
10.00 am which will continue in 2019. We
had nice presence through presentation and
exhibition during the Research Dissemination Conference 2018. This was spiced up by
the End of Year Lunch at Flavor’s restaurant.
In the realm of academic development, Dr
Victor Ndhlovu returned from study leave
after successfully defending and completing
his PhD. Congratulations Dr. Ndlovu! Also, In
May 2018, we had our first full-time postgraduate programme, the MSc Bioinformatics which was accredited later in the year
by the National Council for Higher Education.
These students plus the MPhil and PhD students showcased their work at the postgraduate day event at Game Haven in Bvumbwe.
We will advance in this year with our core
values of Excellence, Professionalism, Openness, Teamwork and Hard work. We expect
to increase of publications and maintain professionalism in teaching and supervision of
students. We will continue to equip our labs.
We will complete preparation of our MSc
and BSc Biomedical Science programmes as
well as increase our revenue through IGA as
we continue to deliver our best to the public.
I wish BMS staff a very successful and fulfilling 2019.
Benjamin Kumwenda, PhD
2

FACE TO FACE WITH MRS JK GONDWE
Who is Joyce Gondwe?
I am the second born daughter in a family of three girls
and five boys, born 55 years ago to Kenneth and Nellie
Chipofya of Jeka Village, T.A. Chikulamayembe in
Rumphi district. I am a happy wife to Kenneth with
whom I am blessed with two girls and one boy.
My academic journey started at Luwichi Primary School
in Rumphi. Since my father was a teacher, I attended
several other primary schools including Bolero and
Mhuju before being selected to Marymount Girls Secondary School where I did my first two years of secondary education before being selected to Kamuzu Academy (KA) later on. At KA I completed my IGSCE O-Level
and A-Level. After that, I was selected to Chancellor College to pursue a Bachelor of Education (Science) (B.Ed.
(Sc)) Degree and graduated
in 1990 with credit, only to
return ten years later to purMeet our featured sue a Masters Degree in Enmember of staff vironmental Sciences.
In every issue, BMS
Newsletter features a
profile of one guest.

Professionally, I have always
been a teacher; first worked
under the Ministry of Education as a Mathematics and
Biology teacher at Chichiri
Traditionally, we interSecondary School for 17
view those prominent
years and later joined Coland highly-motivated
lege of Medicine in 2008. At
individuals within the
College of Medicine, I have
department for purposserved as a Mathematics
es of motivating the
Lecturer, Coordinator, Head
upcoming.
of Foundation Studies and
In this issue, our team currently, Dean of Students.
brings you
Mrs. Joyce K Gondwe What motivated you to become a Mathematician?
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I have always been fascinated with numbers since I was
a little girl. I liked the subject

even more during the time I was taught by a young female Japanese Mathematics teacher in the first two
years of secondary school. I look at Mathematical problems as puzzles and always look forward to solving
them and finding solutions
Are there any professional accomplishments that you
are proud of?
Yes, several. Working
at a respected establishment such as College of Medicine is an
accomplishment
in
itself. I had always
hoped to be more than
a secondary school
teacher
and
that
brought me here. Serving as a Lecturer, once
a Coordinator for
Foundations and currently Dean of Students which revolves around working hand in hand with college administration and students are posts I hold dearly.
You mentioned that you are Dean of students, wife,
mother and a lecturer. With all these roles, how do
you manage your time?
As a mathematician, I believe there is a time for everything. When I am at work, I am a lecturer and Dean of
Students. As such I have to make sure my lessons are
well prepared and delivered to my students on time.
Additionally, I attend to all assigned duties as Dean of
Students, to the best of my abilities. Outside work, I am
a wife, a mother, an aunt, as well as a sister. For that I
mastered the art of setting time for God’s work, as a
member of the Women’s Guild at the church I congregate, as well as for my family. Family is so very important to me that I make sure to always find time to
unwind and relax with my husband, children and other
family members.
Where do you see yourself in the next 10 years?
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In ten years, I see myself being referred to as Dr Joyce
Gondwe after doing my PhD. At the same time, I am
hoping to still be in academia because there is still a lot
of knowledge to be imparted.
What are some of the challenges you have faced as a
lecturer in Mathematics?
The problem with Mathematics is most students will
come in automatically thinking it’s a hard subject, so
the biggest hurdle isn’t necessary teaching them but
convincing them that they can do it.
Being a female lecturer in Mathematics, what is your
advice to girls out there who think Sciences are tough,
hence a field for males?

They should first of all remove this mentality that Mathematics and Science is a “field for males” We are our
own biggest obstacle when it comes to achieving our
dreams, Like Roy T Bennett once said “Believe in yourself, you are braver than you think, more talented than
you know and capable of more than you can imagine”.
Believing in yourself and trusting in God to take you to
where you need to be is vital. Girls can do anything they
put their minds to; all it takes is hard work, dedication,
perseverance and in the case of Mathematics, three
other things; practice, practice and more practice! If I
can do it, why can’t you?
Any parting words?
I will leave you with my favorite quote by Maya Angelou
“When you get, give. When you learn, teach”

WE WERE THERE!
2018 (22nd) RESEARCH DISSEMINATION CONFERENCE

Anatomy, Physiology Exhibition Desk, 2018 RDC

Foundations, Biochemistry Exhibition Desk, 2018 RDC
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COM FERTILITY CLINIC
Units within BMS
Department
Anatomy
Foundation Studies
Physiology
Biochemistry

Serviced Programs
BSc Clinical Sciences

Services to Public
Biochemistry Clinic
Fertility Clinic
Mortuary

Emile Durkheim (1858—1917) once said, “the measure of our perfection is neither in our complacence with ourselves nor in the applause of a crowd, but in
the sum of given services and our capacity to give more.”
In a quest to truly be of service to humanity, the
BMS Department offers a number of healthcare
and after-care services to the public. One such undertaking is the Fertility Clinic.
Housed within the Physiology Unit, the Clinic
opens daily and is operated by our renown Physiologists.
Services offered include:
1. Fertility Counselling and Advice
Mwambyale — One of the
2. Sperm Analyses
Physiologists
3. Female & Male Hormonal Analyses
4. Assisted Reproductive Treatment (Drugs & Procedures)
DON’T WAIT, COME & GET HELP FROM OUR SPECIALISTS!

CONNECT WITH US

@

THE BMS CONNECT
Every Last Thursday of a Month

We are a department with a very rich tradition. Apart from putting significant efforts in enriching our teaching experiences through adoption of scientifically-proven models of lesson and exam delivery, we set time to get-together
every last Thursday of a month. This is when we get to break some snacks together, discuss a few personal issues
such as engagements, weddings and birthdays, welcome new staff members, and crack some jokes. The very young
members of staff in the Department take it a mile further by sharing academic and professional experiences with
our renown professors and most senior staff members—thereby obtaining guidance and career insights in the process. We also welcome visitors from other departments.
Come, Connect with us every last Thursday of a month at 10:00 am.
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Students and the Dissection Room
Experiences of Anatomy Students during First Dissection Room Session
The Anatomy Unit is responsible for delivery of anatomy education to Medical and Allied Health Sciences students at the University of Malawi, College of Medicine.
These include students in
MBBS, Pharmacy, Physiotherapy, Medical Laboratory Science and Clinical Science programs. Over the years, the
Unit has put tremendous
effort to improve students’
learning experiences in both
in-class and practical settings.
Housed within Biomedical
Sciences Department, the
Unit has adequate staff members, well-trained academic
support staff and wellequipped laboratories.
The Dissection Room (DR) is
one of the designated places
where students conduct anatomy practical sessions. Together with histology and embryology laboratories, the
knowledge and expertise gained in the DR enables students to cement theoretical aspects of anatomy lessons
that are learned in class. However, unlike the other two
laboratories, the DR has been a strange and mysterious
place for many students. A number of students have
fainted upon entry, some have sweated throughout the
session, and a few have vowed never again to enter the
DR. These unusual experiences of uneasiness emerge
from the fact that DR sessions make use of real Human
cadaveric (corpse) tissues where students are, at times,
required to palpate bony landmarks, make incisions to
access deeper organs and maneuver around various
spaces so as to enrich their knowledge of structure of
parts of the human body. Basically, a cadaver is a student’s first patient.
From the outset, it appears that the first DR session is
the most crucial experience for students and perhaps a
predictor of future responses. In light of this, the Anatomy Unit at COM has made efforts to make the first DR
session as supportive as possible, particularly, by increasing staff presence, equipping the lab with emergency kits and acclimatizing students to DR environment by slowly progressing them through theory, diagrams, cadaveric pictures, plastic models and dissection

with the cadaver’s face covered. However, some uneasiness remains.
A few weeks ago, Charles
Nyasa, an Assistant Lecturer of Human Anatomy,
decided to evaluate students’ first DR experiences. In this exercise, he interviewed 2 DAHS, 2 MBBS
1, and 2 MBBS 2 students
and 1 medical officer at
Queen Elizabeth Central
Hospital and analyzed the
data qualitatively. These
findings will help the Unit
implement
procedures
aimed at making DR sessions as need-responsive
and student-friendly as
possible. Further, the
study itself will be a baseline undertaking that informs and births wider and
more in-depth studies on
this topic.
“In this exercise, 7 participants (students and 1 medical
officer) were randomly selected for inclusion. Structured questionnaires seeking participants’ expressions
of their first experience in the DR were administered.
There was a response rate of 100%. Data were analyzed
by thematic analysis using semantic coding based on an
essentialist’s theoretical position which according to
Braun and Clarke (2006) seeks to examine experiences,
meanings and the reality of participants”, Said Nyasa.
On findings, three themes depicting experiences
(feelings) that students go through during their first DR
session were extracted from the data, and characterized as positive feelings, negative feelings and mixed
feelings.
There were five instances in the data set where participants reported to have had positive feelings about the
first DR session. Feelings were expressed in terms of
excitement, anticipation, optimism, happiness and
overall satisfaction. For instance, when asked to describe how they felt before entry into the DR, one participant replied, “I was excited about it. It gave me a
better feeling about being a doctor. It was going to be
my first time to see structures I was only hearing
6

about.” Also, it was revealed that most of the positive
responses, particularly those related to satisfaction and
happiness, were reported more on instances during and
after the DR sessions and less before entry into the DR.
For example, one participant said, “… but after entry I
regained my confidence such that I was one of the most
active members in my group, a thing I never dreamt of.
Soon after the session, I was very happy to have seen
body structures which I knew only theoretically”. Those
who had a positive feeling before entry (though few)
never reported any negative feeling during as well as
after the session, except for one case.
Eight instances in the data set expressed negative feelings about the first DR session. Negative feelings were
described by words such as disgust, fear, scariness, terror, irritation, exhaustion, and stress. To an appreciable
extent, negative feelings were reported only on instances before entry in the DR. Students appeared to gain
confidence and composure as the sessions went on. For
instance, a participant once reported, “before entry, I
was frightened and nervous as it was my first time seeing dead bodies. During the session, since I had already
known what I was getting into I was not that nervous
and after the first session I was excited.” Another participant said, “I was a bit scared but then it was okay.
During the sessions I could not see anything but the
explanation from the intern helped me better understand the topic we were doing…” Additionally, experiences got more positive as participants attended more
DR sessions.
Based on these responses, it appears that substitution
of feelings (e.g. from fear to confidence) occurred only
after a student had acclimatized to the DR environment
following clarifications from Anatomy Demonstrators or
the excitement drawn from explorative learning or
both. This may be a true reflection of experiences of
many students, where uneasiness ensues when one is
uncertain on what to expect and rarely able to decipher
the purpose of DR sessions. Therefore, the need for
anatomy educators to explicitly unpack the augmentative role of dissection sessions and capture DR scenarios
during theoretical classes may be explained on these
bases.
One participant reported a progression of adverse feelings from fear through disgust to exhaustion and uncertainty. She said, “before entry I had a sense of fear…
During the session, I was stressed as I thought I might
dream. After dissection, the smell of formalin didn’t get

Vision of BMS
To be a Centre Of Excellence in Biomedical Science
Education and Research that additively responds to
healthcare needs of the nation of Malawi

out of my head”. This demonstrates presence of variations in individual responses and degrees of adaptation
to stressful conditions among medical students. Like
most others, the participant’s responses stabilized with
subsequent sessions.
Apart from expressing positive or negative feelings a
few participants reported existence of mixed feelings.
These refer to those responses whose attributes resonated between both negative and positive poles or
those statements that used these contrasting attributes
in one instance. Most of these feelings were reported in
the instances during the session, rarely before nor after
the session. For instance, one response read, “During
the session, I had mixed feelings. I did not dissect… but I
got to touch and feel the heart and lungs. It was wonderful. On the other hand, the smell of chemicals was
very irritating”.
To discuss these findings, a number of bold points have
to be considered. Three themes were extracted from
the data corpus. Fewer participants reported having
positive feelings (and therefore pleasant experiences)
on their first DR session, most did not. To a greater extent, those who reported positive experiences before
the session rarely reported negative experiences during
as well as after the session. Finally, experiences got
more positive as students attended more DR sessions.
“The variations in students’ experiences during first DR
sessions as observed in this exercise warrant development of wider and deeper studies on the topic. Looking
at the data beyond an essentialist’s point of view, one
may begin to relate initial experiences to attitude towards dissection or to anatomy lessons in general. It is a
well-established fact that attitude may influence overall
performance. As such, in-depth studies in this area have
the potential of informing or even challenging the very
models that guide delivery of bioscience education in a
Malawian context”, added Matundu, a member of the
Unit.
In light of these baseline revelations, BMS Department
is set to embark on a related but mega study which is
being developed by select members within the Anatomy Unit for submission to COMREC. This, therefore, is a
call to faculty members and other departments for possible collaboration.

Call—2—Action
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STEPS IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION
BMS POSTGRADUATE PROGRAMS
MSC BIOINFORMATICS
MSc Bioinformatics is the first postgraduate programme in the BMS department which was duly accredited by the National Council of Higher
Education (NCHE) in November 2018. The programme runs for two years
with coursework in the first year and research in the second year. The
first cohort which started on 4 May 2019 registered 12 students, comprising 3 females and 9 males. This cohort is expected to graduate in 2020.
Selection of the September 2019 cohort has already been submitted to
the University Postgraduate Committee for approval.
The core modules taught include Comparative Genomics, Molecular Evolution, Programing and Shell Scripting, Algorithms and Data Structures,
Databases, Biostatistics and Research Methods. This is followed by two
elective modules which are chosen out of 12 electives subject to availability of lecturers and students’ preference before the students start their
one-year research project.
Candidates are required to complete and pass all core modules to proceed to the research stage. On provision of valid reasons, candidates are
allowed to extend period of study with only 1 year. Beyond the three years, candidates who pass all core modules
but fail to complete their research projects may be awarded a Postgraduate Diploma in Bioinformatics. The MSc
Bioinformatics programme is coordinated by Dr. Arox Kamng’ona and administered by Ms. Yankho Chapeta.

MSC BIOMEDICAL SCIENCES

The department is finalizing the MSc Biomedical Sciences for approval by the University Academic and Programmes Committee.
This programme is scheduled to be complete by late 2019 and
ready to start in 2020. The department is also developing a BSc
Biomedical Sciences programme for submission to the University
Council for approval.

MASTER OF PHILOSOPHY (MPhil) & DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY (PhD)
The BMS Department runs taught and research-based postgraduate programmes. It has 5 PhD and 7 MPhil students in various specialties within the Biomedical Sciences which are completely research-based. The MPhil programmes run for 2 years, while PhD programmes are for 3—4 years. A good proportion of the students are sponsored by the African Centre of Excellence in Public Health and Herbal Medicine (ACEPHEM).
For more information on BMS postgraduate programmes , visit www.medcol.mw or contact the head of department, hodbms@medcol.mw.
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Pictorial Highlights of Selected BMS Activities

BMS postgraduate day at Game Haven in Bvumbwe, Blantyre. MSc Bioinformatics, MPhil, PhD students and various
staff members presented their work.

BMS Pavilion at the 22nd Research Dissemination Conference, 2018

Having a good time at BMS Connect, 2018

BMS End of Year Lunch at Flavour’s Restaurant, 2018
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Pictorial Highlights of Selected BMS Activities

Induction of the first cohort of MSc Bioinformatics students — University of Malawi, College of Medicine

Meeting in progress in the newly furnished Biochemistry Boardroom , Biomedical Sciences Department
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Pictorial Highlights of Selected BMS Activities

Set up for a Fluorescence Microscope, Zeiss Axio Scope A1. in Anatomy’s Histology Laboratory

Newly-purchased equipment in the foundations lab— Triple Beam Balances and Chemical Weighing Apparatus

Newly-purchased equipment in the Biochemistry Laboratory— One of the two Spectrophotometers
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Meet BMS Staff

Dr. Arox Kamng’ona, PhD
Head of Biochemistry Unit
Senior Lecturer; Coordinator, MSc
Bioinformatics; Research Associate,
University of Liverpool

Dr. Kondwani Katundu
Lecturer, Physiology
PhD Fellow, St Andrews University,
UK

Wyson Zinamo
Office Assistant

Assoc. Prof. Edward Senga
Associate Professor, Biochemistry;
Chairperson, BMS IGA Committee

Dr. Chilungamo Chingwanda
Lecturer, Biochemistry
PhD Fellow, University of Malawi;
Coordinator for Training and Research laboratories

Alinune Musopole
Lecturer and Coordinator, Mathematics & Statistics

Yankho Chapeta
Part-time Assistant Lecturer and
Coordinator, Biology;
Administrator, MSc Bioinformatics

Dr. George Chirambo, PhD
Senior Lecturer, Biochemistry
Coordinator, BSc Clinical Sciences
Programme

Peter Kamzimbi
Assistant Lecturer and Coordinator,
Language & Communication
Chairperson, BMS Media & Communications Committee

Wongani Zuwayo
Anatomy Laboratory Technician

Michael Mbewe
Laboratory Assistant

Assoc. Prof. Fanuel Lampiao
Associate Professor, Physiology;
Dean of Postgraduate Studies
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Meet BMS Staff

Dr. Benjamin Kumwenda, PhD
Head of Department, BMS
Lecturer, Bioinformatics & ICT
Post-Doctoral Fellow, African Academy of Sciences (AESA-RISE)

Dr. Anthony Mwakikunga, PhD
Deputy Dean, BMSHP
Lecturer, Anatomy
Post-Doctoral Fellow, University of
the Witwatersrand

Dr. Mwapasa Mipando, PhD
Physiology Unit
Principal, College of Medicine

Dr. Juziel Manda
Head of Anatomy Unit
Lecturer and Coordinator, Human
Anatomy

Arthur Manjatika
Assistant Lecturer, Anatomy
Coordinator, DAHS

Nelson Phiri
Mortuary Attendant

Moses Kacheto
Laboratory Technician, Foundations Unit

Andrew Maloya
Mortuary Attendant

Charles Nyasa
Assistant Lecturer, Anatomy

Brian Matundu
Assistant Lecturer, Anatomy

Aeron Nahuku
Head of Foundation Unit
Assistant Lecturer and Coordinator
in Physics

Joseph Fulakeza
Deputy Head, BMS
Lecturer, Biochemistry
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Meet BMS Staff

Joyce K Gondwe
Dean of Students
Lecturer, Mathematics

Dr. Joseph Chisaka
Assistant Lecturer, Physiology

Dr. Victor Ndlovu, PhD
Lecturer, Molecular Biology and
Biology
Chairperson, BMS Examinations
Committee

Bruno Ndoma
Mortuary Attendant

Lackson Tembo
Lecturer, Human Anatomy
PhD Fellow, University of the Witwatersrand

Mayeso N.V. Gwedela
Assistant Lecturer, Physiology
PhD Fellow, Hiroshima University

Alinane Namarika
Laboratory Technician,
Biochemistry

Tuntufye Mwambyale
Assistant Lecturer, Physiology
Chairperson, Events and Welfare
Committee

Felix Dzumani
Senior Laboratory Technician
Biochemistry

Moses Thomas
Assistant Lecturer, Mathematics

Mercy Chavula
Departmental Secretary

Dr. Mike D Nkhoma
Assistant Lecturer, Physiology
Coordinator, MBBS 1
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