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Claire Debenham

The Postgraduate Scientific English Tutorial Group continued for 2.5 years. From the start,
students were working in fields as different as psychology, health sciences, insect ecology,
cell biology, and environmental sociology, and their varied interests and English proficiency

levels made the classes quile challenging.

The aims of the class were twofold: to increase students’ confidence in English
communication, and to teach them scientific writing skills for use in future English
publications. During the first part of each week’s lesson, we read an article together from a
scienlific magazine or Web site on a subject related to one of the students’ areas of research,
expanding their vocabulary and understanding of written English. Sometimes these articles
were used as starting points for class discussion. The second part of the lesson focused on
writing. Initially we used a textbook to look at sentence and paragraph structures used in
academic writing, but during the second hall of the year we moved on to study the basic
structure of a scientific paper and practice writing the different sections, using students’ own

research materials.

Attendance varied widely from class to class! Some students came almost every week, while
others were hardly ever seen. Those with laboratory experiments to look after would often
have to run out for a few minutes in the middle of a class to check on progress. I never knew
how many people to expect for each lesson, or whether any of the students working in the
area of the article prepared for that week would actually be there to talk about it.

Despite these difficulties, it was gratifying to see students start to become more comfortable
in both speaking and writing English. Some went from being tongue-tied and embarrassed at
the start of the year, dropping into Japanese after only two or three words, to actively talking
and asking questions in English. Others wrote increasingly detailed descriptions of their
work. Japanese students tend to be better at reading and writing than speaking, but both
speaking and writing are vital skills for scientists active on the international stage, and |
hope students will continue to develop both aspects of their English in future.

I will miss teaching the Tutorial Group next year — we worked hard but also laughed a lot! —

and would like to wish the students who took part all the best for their futures.
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