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Abstract

In spring 2004, major changes took place in the English curriculum at Kawasaki
Medical School. Half of the courses changed from a large course format using a single
textbook to a small class one employing a variety of teachers and textbooks. In this
paper, we report on why and how these changes came about and on further changes
that have been made in the 2005 curriculum. Key words: curriculum, course
content, individualized attention, goals, blended learning

The need for English as a means of communication for Japanese doctors,
nurses, and other medical personnel is expanding year by year. It is required
for communication internationally with others in their own fields, for doctor-
patient and nurse-patient communication in dealing with foreign, non-Japanese
speaking patients, and in the doctor’s role as an author of papers for foreign
medical journals and a presenter at international conferences.

To more effectively provide medical students with the skills for this
communication, the English curriculum at Kawasaki Medical School is in a
process of transformation. In spring 2004, the first winds of change began to
blow through the Department of English, altering in many ways the English
curriculum as it had existed for many years. In this paper, the changes that
took place at that time, why and how they happened, and further changes that
were made in 2005 are described.

Before curriculum revision, first, second, and third year students received
lessons in English from two Japanese teachers and the first author of this report.
First year students had three classes per week, second year students had two,.
and third year students had two, but every other week. The course content in
the classes taught by the native speaker consisted of study of medical
terminology and a video-based course dealing with the language and culture of
either the United States or Great Britain. The content of the courses taught by
the Japanese teachers tended to complement the medical aspect of the native
speaker’s classes. However, in the last few years prior to 2004, the content in
the first and second year of the latter courses had no medical content. Students
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expressed displeasure not only with this course content but also with a problem
facing colleges and universities worldwide, large classes. For learning in general,
but especially for language learning, smaller is better.

Studies have shown large classes to be characterized by a lack of student
attentiveness, lack of student-teacher interaction, and a lack of effectiveness.
Many teachers become concerned that they are neglecting the needs of their
students as individuals. To teachers, according to Xu Zhichang in a report on
large English classes in China, students are not people but merely faces”. In
large classes taught by a teacher who shares a common language with his or
her students, such as Japanese, a large amount of talking tends not to be in
English. Okazaki, in a paper on learning to write well in medical English,
observed that the general dislike of English by Japanese students is based on
the way it has been taught. Students have not been taught to communicate, to
write or to speak, but to pass tests?. In part this seems to be due to class size.

Small classes are characterized by more student-teacher interaction, the
opportunity for students to participate in class, individualized attention, and, for
the teacher, easier course management and more options for teaching techniques®.
Achilles”, in an article on small classes, observed that a small class can be a
family.

Early in 2004, the Curriculum Committee of Kawasaki Medical School
decided that at least some of the English classes in the first and second year
curriculum should be smaller and that the course content should be more
relevant to the students’ future role as doctors. The Committee decided that
class size would be reduced by employing a number of part-time teachers, both
native speakers and Japanese. Five specific goals were set for these courses. In
a number of courses they would eventually overlap. The goals were set to
prepare students to participate better in an international medical environment.
They were: the teaching of basic conversation skills; the teaching of presentation
skills required for giving speeches or oral presentations, such as at international
medical conferences; the teaching of composition skills for the writing of short
reports, which would provide students with practice towards the creation of
longer medical papers; preparation for the TOEIC (Test of English for International
Communication), and introduction of the language and culture of one English-
speaking country. The last goal has been and is being pursued in the large
classes taught by one of the authors, but in a small group setting much more is
likely to be accomplished. In the process of pursuing these aims, the Committee
urged that the culture of the Western medical world also be introduced.

These decisions regarding smaller classes and the goals listed above were
made in February 2004, leaving a short time until the beginning of the 2004
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academic year. However, during this time, textbooks were selected, teachers
were chosen, suitable classrooms were found, and the numbers of students in
each course were decided on. However, the shortness of time made it
impossible to undertake work on two additional goals, which, in retrospect,
probably would have made the courses more successful, especially those for the
second year students. The first of these goals was to place students in the
courses according to their level of English ability. The second was to provide
students with an opportunity to choose which course they would like to take.

Textbooks were selected by obtaining examination copies related to the aims
set by the Curriculum Committee, with particular emphasis being placed on
medicine, health, and science. Many textbooks could achieve the Committee's
aims, but did not deal with these topics. Students were also found to be more
motivated to study when the topics were related to these three areas. We also
attempted to select books on these topics which were at a level of English not
too difficult or too easy for the students.

The age and limited background of the students was also taken into
consideration. The majority of students in the first and second year courses are
between 18 and 20 years old with little or no experience in two goals—
presentation and composition on medical topics. Therefore, it was decided that
through the new courses we would try to teach speaking and writing skills that
would make students more comfortable in speaking and writing in English.
Incidentally, these are also skills they need to develop in Japanese. Hopefully,
this will make the prospects of writing English medical papers and presenting
them at international conferences less frightening.

The next step in course development was the selection of teachers. Finding
appropriate teachers for the courses was harder to achieve than it probably
would be in large cities such as Tokyo and Osaka, which have an ample source
of native-speaking and Japanese English teachers. Medical schools in smaller
cities do not. We also wished to obtain teachers living in the vicinity of
Kurashiki or Okayama. Time and these factors narrowed down our choices.

All teaching candidates, foreign and Japanese, were interviewed for
approximately 90 minutes each, were shown a number of textbooks that had
been selected, and were asked which course they would feel most comfortable
teaching. Three of the four Japanese teachers, all in the first year courses, used
material that they themselves had chosen, one being a textbook co-authored by
the authors of the present report. Two teachers who joined us from the
Department of Biochemistry used books related to the biological sciences and
science in general. Professor Nagita used a collection of articles on medical
topics recently in the news with emphasis on reading and composition skills.
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One of the foreign teachers of the first year class chose a special medical issue
of the magazine “English Zone” and the other teacher, from New Zealand,
decided to teach the video course, “Zoom In On New Zealand”. In the second
year class, two new courses were formed, one for TOEIC preparation and the
other for discussion and debate.

Our goal had been to replace the original courses of more than 50 students
with one teacher in both the first and second year classes with six small group
courses of about 10 students each for both years. In the end, we were only
able to get five teachers for the first year and two for the second year. While
first year courses were certainly small group courses (11-14 students), the second
year courses were smaller (25-30 students), but not small enough.

At the end of the 2004 academic year, a survey of the success of the
courses was made. In questionnaires, the students were asked to evaluate their
textbooks, teachers, and the courses in general. They were not asked to “grade”
their teachers but rather to give us their impressions of how effectively the
material had been presented to them. Student response as determined by the
surveys as well as by teacher observations throughout the year was good in the
first year courses, but was mixed in the second year ones.

In the first year, only 15% of the students expressed some dissatisfaction
with the courses and 54% of the remaining students were quite satisfied. In the
second year, however, 35% were dissatisfied and only 34% were quite satisfied
(Figure 1). Both first and second year students showed a strong desire to
choose courses themselves (80-90%). A majority of students in both classes felt
the small group courses were good. Regarding English skills preferences,
interests varied, but the strongest desire was to improve speaking skills, while
the weakest was to improve writing skills. Regarding teacher preferences,
nearly half of both the first and second year students preferred a native speaker

1st Year

2nd Year

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Figure 1 Satisfaction with the course and textbook
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B Native/English
B Native/Medicine
B Japanese/English

1st Year B Japanese/Medicine
B No preference
2nd Year
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 2 Teacher preference (Nationality/Major)

first, but a stronger desire for a native speaker with medical knowledge was
expressed by the second year students. This may have been due to the fact
that the second year courses focused on TOEIC preparation and discussion and
debate of general topics rather than on medical or scientific material (Figure 2).

The results of the surveys were used to make adjustments in the 2005
English curriculum. The two objectives that could not be carried out in 2004 -
because of time limitations; that is, to place students in courses based on their
level of English ability and to give students a choice regarding the course they
would take, were achieved. The English ability level of incoming first year
students was determined by the administration of a placement test (a shortened
version of the reading and structure sections of the TOEIC) during their
orientation week (Figure 3). The English ability of second year students was
based on their final combined grade for first year English. Regarding the choice
of courses, a summary of the courses, who would be teaching them, and their
difficulty was given to incoming first year students during orientation and the
teachers introduced themselves. Students were asked to number their choices in
order of preference from 1 to 6 (Figure 4). Students moving into the second
year were given a similar summary and made choices. Fortunately, English
ability and choice correlated fairly well, and students were, in most cases, placed
in courses of their first or second choice.

The small group courses had definitely been successful in the first year
class, but the bigger group courses in the second year class had not. In 2005,
one teacher (an American) was added to teach both first and second year
courses. Another native speaker, the New Zealander who had taught a first
year course, has also been teaching a second year course. The third foreign
teacher, from Sweden, has continued to teach both first and second year courses,
but with new textbooks. Three new teachers completed the teaching staff for



42 JNAESH—#E, 315 (2005)

the second year class. Of the seven Japanese teachers with courses in either
the first or second year classes, three are from this school's Department of
Biochemistry, one is from Kawasaki College of Allied Health Professions, one is
from Kawasaki Senior High School, and two are recently retired high school
English teachers. The small course teaching staff presently stands at ten. The
number of students in each course in both the first and second year classes is
from 9 to 11 students.

In the first year class, three courses have been continued from 2004, those
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taught by biochemistry teachers and the video course on New Zealand. An
easier textbook was chosen by the third Japanese teacher in this class. The
other two courses taught by foreigners respectively deal with medical terminology
from a different approach to that taken in large classes and with guided English
conversation on health and medical topics. In the second year class, because of
scheduling difficulties, there are four courses taught by Japanese; that is, a
course concerned with cell biology, two dealing with both science and medicine,
and one on discussion and debate. This last course is taught by the same
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teacher who taught it last year but with a more elementary level book, which
he indicates has worked satisfactorily. The American teacher is teaching a video
course from ABC News, which includes a number of medical stories. The New
Zealander has been teaching English and culture in a video course using the
motion picture “Forrest Gump” to deal with events in recent American history.
The world of emergency medicine in the United States is the focus of a course
taught by the remaining foreign teacher.

The TOEIC preparation course was dropped from the curriculum in 2005.
It or a TOEFL (Test of English As A Foreign Language) course may appear
again after the manner in which it should be taught is thoroughly considered.
Two questions regarding a TOEIC course need to be asked and answered.
First, is the TOEIC important enough for an entire course? Second, should it
be taught to all students rather than one group ?

What conclusions can be made about the success of the small group courses
in 2005 and what can be done to improve them ? What else can be done to
further improve the English curriculum ?

Regarding the first question, teacher comments in grading meetings have
indicated that the majority of students are satisfied with class size. However,
once again, some teachers feel that another textbook might be more appropriate
and the search for such textbooks is going on at the time of this writing. More
time, if teachers can find it, also needs to be devoted to discussing student
progress during the term. As was the case at the end of the 2004 academic
year, surveys will be done again. The Department of English has an English
Department website from which students can obtain information on tests and
can download homework assignments. This has been primarily used for the
large classes, but small group course teachers will be encouraged to use it more
in the future. In 2006, the same six teachers, three Japanese and three
foreigners, will teach both first and second year classes.

Regarding the second question, plans are now underway to make changes in
the large classes. The first change will occur in the 2006 curriculum. Then it
is hoped with the completion of a multimedia center in 2007 that, with suitable
software, students will be able to work independently at their own level and
speed during part of a class period and then together with the teacher during
the rest of the period. This type of class situation is called blended learning.
Beyond this, further expansion of the English curriculum would require that
either compulsory or elective courses be added to at least the third and fourth
years of the six-year medical course. Also worth consideration would be the
inclusion of occasional English seminars on the preparation of English medical
papers and giving presentations at international medical conferences in the
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graduate course.
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