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St. Marianna University 
School of Medicine (SMU) was 
founded in 1971 by Professor 
Kamon Akashi, a devout 
Catholic. The occasion was 
marked by the gift of a chalice 
and paten from Pope Paul 
VI. “SMU is the only school 
of medicine in Japan with a 
Christian background, and 
the spirit of Christianity is 
refl ected in its philosophy,” says 
President Shoichi Ozaki. 

LEARNING MEDICINE
WITH HEAD AND HEART
SMU aims to nurture individuals 
with a desire to serve society 
with compassion and to 
train physicians to conduct 
clinically relevant research that 
contributes to human welfare.  

With a new curriculum 
launched in 2016, SMU 
provides various opportunities 
for students to practice and 
refl ect on their own learning. 
This ‘outcomes-based’ style 
of education aims to foster 

independent thinking by 
focusing on the skills students 
acquire, rather than the facts 
they are taught.

For example, in the ‘Early 
Exposure to the Life Cycle’ 
programme, fi rst-year 
students receive training in a 
maternity clinic, kindergarten, 
hospital and aged care 
facility. By interacting with 
patients, students gain clinical 
experience across the phases of 
life, helping them to grasp the 
purpose of studying medicine 
and the ethical issues faced 
by healthcare practitioners. 
This experience reinforces the 
qualities students need to serve 
their patients well.

The new curriculum aligns 
with global standards set by the 
World Federation for Medical 
Education. While this ensures a 
quality education, it also means 
that graduates will be eligible 
for Educational Commission 
for Foreign Medical Graduates 
certifi cation from 2023.

With access to four closely 
linked hospitals and one clinic, 
students can learn the latest 
medical technologies. They 
may also study abroad in 
South Korea, China, and other 

Asian countries — honouring 
the school founder’s pledge 
to support regions without 
doctors and his desire to 
nurture practitioners in 
Southeast Asia. SMU has plans 
to expand this programme as it 
builds relationships in Europe 
and North America. 

TACKLING URGENT
NICHE NEEDS
SMU is committed to providing 
outstanding care for patients 

with rare diseases as well 
as more common illnesses. 
The university’s physicians, 
non-physician scientists, 
clinical trials personnel and 
pharmacists work as a single 
team to further develop patient-
centred care.

One example is SMU’s work 
on the rare intractable disease, 
human T-cell leukaemia virus 
type 1 (HTLV-1)-associated 
myelopathy (known as HAM), 
which is characterized by 
symptoms including dysuria 
and leg paralysis. 

“SMU is spearheading 
world-class research on HAM, 
on carbon monoxide (CO) 
poisoning, and on infertility, 
especially in patients with 
primary ovarian insu�  ciency,” 
says Ozaki. 

A team led by Yoshihisa 
Yamano in SMU’s Department 
of Rare Diseases Research is 
investigating HAM. He opened 
a HAM-specifi c outpatient 
clinic a decade ago, which has 
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improved understanding of this 
rare disease and conducts 
clinical trials.

“We want to bring hope to 
patients with rare diseases,” 
Yamano says. 

“These patients face 
numerous challenges over their 
clinical course — from diagnosis 
and throughout treatment. Only 
through working together can 
we improve patient outcomes, 
and SMU is proud to continue 
such e� orts.”

NON-INVASIVE THERAPY 
FOR CO POISONING
SMU researchers are also 
exploring patient-friendly 
therapies for CO poisoning. 
CO — a highly toxic, tasteless 
and odourless gas produced 
by cars and some heaters — 
accounts for more than 60% 
of poisoning deaths in Japan. 
Current treatments have 
limited e� ects and fail to 
lower the morbidity and 
mortality rates. 

CO is toxic because 
it decreases oxygen 
delivery to vital organs 
and tissues: inhaling CO 
leads to the formation of a 
carboxyhaemoglobin, COHb, 
which is over 200-fold more 
stable than the blood’s usual 
oxygen carrier, oxyhaemoglobin 
(O2Hb). One approach to 
treatment is to use light 
irradiation, which can dissociate 
CO from COHb. 

Taku Tanaka and colleagues 
at Kawasaki Municipal Tama 
Hospital, one of SMU’s linked 
hospitals,  used in vitro human 
blood samples to determine the 
most e� ective light radiation 
level for COHb dissociation. 
They showed that light 
intensity of 500,000 lux — as 
a comparison, 100,000 lux 
is direct sunlight — yields an 
e� ective dose of radiation.

Researchers elsewhere 
are testing a light radiation 
probe inserted through the 
oesophagus in mice. Tanaka’s 

team is exploring a less 
invasive approach. They plan 
to develop a device, a jacket 
for example, that emits light 
radiation on the pulmonary 
surface and could be used 
onsite or during patient 
transport to the hospital. They 
are also considering a more 
direct method, such as a light-
emitting intravascular catheter, 
that would be used only in a 
medical facility.

FERTILITY PRESERVATION 
“Infertility is an urgent issue in 
Japan’s rapidly aging society, 
and SMU is working with 
patients experiencing infertility 
due to age or illness,” says 
Nao Suzuki, chairman of the 
Department of Obstetrics 
and Gynecology.

SMU stands at the 
forefront of research in Asia 
on infertility treatment and 
fertility preservation for young 
cancer patients. Two treatment 
methods — ovarian tissue 
cryopreservation by vitrifi cation 
and in vitro activation followed 
by conventional freezing of 
ovarian tissue — extend options 
for women who, because of age 
or illness, are facing fertility 
issues. Both were developed 
at SMU and have gained 
worldwide attention. 

SMU currently houses the 
world’s largest single ovarian 
tissue transplantation facility. 
Three healthy babies attest to 
the treatments’ success.

BRINGING THE FRUITS OF 
RESEARCH TO SOCIETY
SMU’s mission of caring 
is buoyed by its business 
acumen. SMU has been 
active in securing patents and 
technologies through its Center 
for the Promotion of Intellectual 
Enterprise. “The Center, 
through industry collaboration, 
has developed the ovarian 
tissue freezing kit Ova Cryo 
Kit Type M, Alzheimer’s 
and dementia identifi cation 
software STM-COMET Ver. II, 
and parenteral nutrition bags, 
for which SMU owns the patent, 
copyright and design rights, 
respectively,” says Center chief, 
Kazuo Yudo.

SMU is a leader in the 
education, development and 
provision of highly advanced 
medicine supported by 
state-of-the-art facilities and 
technologies. With Christian 
philosophy as a deep-running 
thread, SMU holds a unique 
and strong position in Japan 
and the world. 
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