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In Reply:

Kommalage and Ponnamperuma correctly point out that Sri Lanka has the highest health indicators in South Asia, which they attribute to the quality of medical education and the absence of private medical schools in Sri Lanka.

However, variations in the quality of medical education constitute only one factor among many in determining population health. Significant interregional, intraregional, and within-country variations in social determinants of health play an even more important role.1,2 Factors leading to these variations include the literacy rate—particularly the literacy rate of women—the fertility rate, improved sanitation and clean water, and nutritional status.1 These social determinants of health are generally stronger in Sri Lanka, for a variety of reasons that warrant further exploration.

As we have pointed out,3 private medical education is not necessarily detrimental to the quality of education. With strong accreditation systems, the high quality of both public and private schools can be enforced.3 In addition, with public policy initiatives and support, both public and private medical schools can support and strengthen the social determinants of health mentioned above through locally relevant curriculum content, education innovations, and research.4 These initiatives may include adding courses in leadership and management skills to the curriculum, greater work in and with communities, and policy advocacy to promote the strengthening of key social determinants.

Excellence in medical education can be associated with good health status if excellence is defined by how well the education system is connected with improvement of the social determinants of health. Intraregional variations in health outcomes within South Asia, as highlighted by Kommalage and Ponnamperuma, inspire us to explore the relationship between health professions education and health outcomes.
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