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Abstract
The paper argues that language learning is one of the most important components of a good education. The
Australian situation is given as an example of the universal need for language skills. Not least, it is emphasised
that the world has changed dramatically as a result of improved telecommunications, rapid transport and the
increasing movement of people around the globe as a result of migration and tourism.

The Australian

multicultural society presents in microcosm the racial, cultural and linguistic diversity that increasingly
characterises all societies. International treaties and education policies are cited that endorse the importance of
language learning. It is also vital that workers in medicine and other health sciences be proficient in more than
one language and have experienced good language learning. English is of particular importance as the dominant international language. The paper goes on to advise on how best to learn English (or other languages) and
discusses the value of academic exchanges and "study abroad" programmes for those learning English in Japan.

I

THE IMPORTANCE OF LANGUAGE LEARNING

learner to another culture, another way of thinking:
languages widen horizons.

Learning another language is one of the most important and valuable parts of any person's education but

Second, there is strong evidence, not least from re-

it is especially important for people working in the

search in Canada and Australia, that learning a lan-

field of medicine. There are many reasons for this

guage benefits learners intellectually, in educational

but, here, we will mention just five.

attainment, in achievement in their first language, in
attitudes to other people, in creativity, and in many

First, where people are in daily contact with speakers

other ways relevant to intellectual and affective de-

of another language, there is obvious value in being

velopment and to educational attainment. In particu-

able to speak to them. However, the need is, if any-

lar, the experience of learning another language,

thing, even greater where the people have no contact

striving to communicate in another language, and

with other languages or cultures and are in danger of

moving into another culture can sensitise learners so

being locked in their own ethnocentric shells. Learn-

as to be able to move across cultures with enough

ing another language helps people to break out of

sensitivity that they neither cause offence inadver-

those shells.

tently nor feel offence when it is not intended.

Learning a language introduces the
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Third, for many reasons, language skills are benefi-

and accept people of diverse cultural, racial and lin-

cial to and facilitate the conduct of trade. Ingram has

guistic origins.

written extensively on this theme and, in particular,
has a book currently in preparation on the benefits

Australia provides a good example of why it is not

that language skills can bring to Australian in-

enough just to rely on the national language, even

dustryl. Fundamentally, the better one can under-

when, as in Australia's case, that language is English.

stand the market, the more likely it is that the prod-

It also illustrates the changes that are occurring all

ucts will suit the market; the more effectively one

over the world and that are increasingly impacting

can communicate with and understand the market or

on every country. Traditionally Australia was most

one's trading partners, the more convincing one is

closely linked in trade, sport and international rela-

likely to be and the better the deals made are likely

tions with Britain and the United States. Now, Aus-

to be. Indeed, the practical experience is that, where

tralian trade is predominantly with non-European,

business enterprises have been given access to lan-

non-English speaking countries: in 1997-98, for ex-

guage skills (e.g., through the AT&T Language Line

ample, 85% of Australia's export merchandise went

Services in the United States 2), their use of those lan-

to countries other than the United States and New

guage services continues to escalate - a clear reflec-

Zealand, about 55% went to East Asia (especially

tion of the benefits that accrue to the companies'

Japan, Korea, China), and 70% went to countries

financial success.

whose populations are predominantly non-European 3 • There are also very large numbers of foreign

Fourth, the world is culturally, linguistically and ra-

tourists and overseas students in Australia: in 1999,

cially diverse. There are between 6000 and 7000 lan-

approximately 3.4 million foreign tourists visited

guages plus additional dialects in the world. In many

Australia (equal to about 18% or one in six of the

countries, several languages are spoken everyday

Australian population) and the numbers have in-

and, in some countries, there are literally hundreds of

creased greatly since then 4 • Australia is now the

languages spoken. In Papua New Guinea, there are

third largest destination for overseas students in the

over 800 indigenous languages, Indonesia has over

world after the United States and Britain. In the year

700, Australia has about 150 indigenous languages

2000, some 185,000 overseas students were studying

plus another 150 or 200 languages that were brought

in Australia and that number is continuing to grow

to the country by immigration and are still spoken

rapidly. Indeed, worldwide, the number of people

by the people. Australia is not unique in this: as a re-

studying as "international" or "overseas" students is

sult of rapid transport, efficient telecommunications,

growing rapidly: the GECD's figures show that there

tourism and migration, this is increasingly character-

were some 80 million international students world-

istic of all parts of the world, and of the world itself.

wide in 1995 but this is projected to grow to 150 mil-

In fact, Japan has long recognised the importance of

lion by 2025.

language skills if it is to trade effectively with the

overseas students has become a major industry in

rest of the world and its major companies have com-

many countries: in Australia, it is already the third

monl y offered training in other languages to their

largest service industry (after tourism and transpor-

employees to enable them more effectively to trade

tation), the eighth largest export industry overall,

wi th other countries.

and is growing faster than most other export indus-

The provision of education for

tries.5
Fifth and in summary, no nation that wants to deal
with the rest of the world can rely on just one lan-

Australia has also changed dramatically internally in

guage - the world is not like that. The world is di-

ways that also reflect (though possibly more in-

verse, varied, and, to understand the world, to relate

tensely) changes that migration, tourism, and world

to it, and to survive in it, especially as educated peo-

political unrest with the consequent increase in refu-

ple, we must learn to understand and deal with that

gee numbers are bringing worldwide. Traditionally,

diversity. We have to learn to deal with, understand

"Australians" have been thought of as predominantly
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white, English-speaking people descended from Brit-

with students from around the world. In my ex-

ish settlers who were sent or migrated to Australia

tended family and amongst our closest friends, I

during the 200 hundred years from 1788. The reality

can think ofpeople who have themselves or their re-

today is, in fact, very different and, ethnically, Aus-

cent ancestors come from Papua New Guinea,

tralia is now very diverse: 22% of the Australian

China, Afghanistan, Taiwan, Britain, France,

population were born overseas and another 27%

South Africa, India, Cambodia, New Zealand, Indo-

have at least one parent born overseas. This diver-

nesia, Korea, Italy, Greece, Germany, Iran, and

sity has increased through the last 50 years (reflect-

many other countries. While I am here in japan,

ing the worldwide pattern of human movement and

my son is playing soccer in Brazil. This year, my

the growing worldwide diversity): in 1947, only 10%

work has taken me from Australia, to Singapore,

of the Australian population was born overseas and

Thailand, China, Korea and japan: I can no longer

81% of those came from English-speaking countries

think of myself as just working out of an office in

whereas, in 1998, only 39% of the overseas born had

Brisbane but my "office" stretches around the

come from English-speaking countries. This also has

world. When I retire from my present position at

changed the language pattern in Australia from

the end of 2003, I have already been offered jobs in

what used to be seen (even if not quite accurately)

China, Korea and Thailand and reasonably expect

as an English-monolingual country to one where cer-

that I might be involved in other countries as well.

tainly English predominates but many other lan-

My normal day's activities involve corresponding

guages are also spoken. Some figures were cited

via email with people in many different countries

earlier but, in addition, census figures show that, in

everyday and often I will write to someone on the

1996, 15% of the population spoke a language other

other side of the world and, within minutes if they

than English at home while, at most, 81 % spoke only

happen to be at their computers, I will have a reply

English (though the wording of the question on the

- even more quickly than if I walked down the

census forms meant that the number who know an-

corridor to speak to one of my own staff.

other language and may use it outside of the home
was seriously under-estimated).6

My life is not exceptional in this: it merely reflects the way the world has changed and it is es-

Such changes as have occurred in Australia are not

sential

that

we

all

learn

to

understand,

just abstract demographic statistics and do not just

communicate with, and accept people of many

affect "industry" or "international trade". They im-

different cultures. Indeed, if we don't learn to do

pact on everyone's everyday life as Ingram illus-

so, the world will collapse into chaos and strife.

trated when he spoke on this topic to students and
staff at Akita University College of Allied Medical

The result of these changes in the demographic pat-

Science in December 2002. He said:

tern of Australia, caused by the massive mixing of
the world's population that is seen in most, if not all,

The changes in my own life reflect what is happening worldwide. Even just 50 to 60 years ago, when

it is to be "Australian" has changed and is well re-

I was a boy growing up in outback A ustralia, we

flected in a popular national song, entitled "I am Aus-

could live as though there was no other group of
people on the earth: we knew there were but we had

tralian", the opening lines of which go:

countries worldwide, is that the very concept of what

no contact with them and we could ignore them: we
thought of ourselves as A ustralian, white, English
speaking and British. That is no longer the case.

We are one, but we are many,
A nd from all the lands on earth we come.
We share our dream

My wife is from Papua New Guinea. My children

And sing with one voice:

are mixed-race with light brown skins rather than
white. We have a japanese boy staying with us
while he studies at our local High School along

I am, you are, we are Australian.
The linguistic result of these changes leading to the
57

Akita University

(58)

D. E. Ingram/The Importance of Communication in English in a Globalised World and in the Field of Medicine

diversification of the Australian population is that

Language skills and cultural sensitivity will be the

the number of languages spoken daily in Australia

new currency of this world order. A long with com-

has increased dramatically (as the figures cited ear-

puter literacy they will provide the keys to partici-

lier show) but, in addition, the demand for people

pation in the global economy. ...

with language skills by Australian industry, as
shown in job vacancy advertisements, grew equally

Our future prosperity and security will depend on

dramatically by approximately 4000% from 1982 to

our ability to understand these cultures [with

1992

7

•

whom we trade and have other links] and to build
bridges to the citizens of these nations and all our

The consequence of these trade, demographic and

immediate neighbours. ...

linguistic changes for Australian education have
been dramatic. Throughout much of the twentieth

It is impossible to overstate the case for expanding

century, Australian education was almost (though

our collective knowledge of the languages and cus-

not quite) English-only but, during the latter part of

toms of our neighbours. l1

the twentieth century, successive national and State
language education policies were adopted in an at-

It is not only in Australia that this diversification has

tempt to raise the level of skills in other languages

occurred and where it has been recognised that, tp

amongst Australian children 8 • The national policy

cope with the national and international diversity, it

on the teaching of Asian languages and cultures, for

is necessary to upgrade and diversify the nation's

example, states:

language skills and try to ensure that the people
learn to understand and accept other races and cul-

... it is critical that A ustralia attaches the highest

tures. There are, in fact, many international treaties

priority to the adoption and implementation of a

that recognise the value of learning other languages,

long-term strategy to ensure that the Australian

especially in order to break down prejudice and in-

workforce of the future is equipped with language

crease intercultural understanding. The UNESCO

skills, and associated skills of cultural awareness,

Position

of direct relevance to our national economic inter-

Multicultural World (draft), forexample, states:

Paper, October 2002, Education in a

est. 9
Learning another language opens up access to other
Recently, the Chief of the Australian army, Lieuten-

value systems and ways of interpreting the world,

ant General Peter Cosgrove, spoke about how he be-

encouraging intercultural understanding and help-

lieved Australia could best secure the future. It was

ing to reduce xenophobia.

not, as one might expect from a soldier, by building
stronger armies. Rather, he said:

The 1995 (UNESCO) Declaration and Integrated

Framework of Action on Education for Peace, Human
Commercial links, alone, will never render war un-

Rights and Democracy promotes foreign language

thinkable. What will, however, are mutual under-

learning in order to foster understanding between

standing and respect and the banishing of

communities and nations (Article 29). The 1998

prejudice. ...

World Declaration on Higher Education for the 21 st
Century stresses the importance of multilingualism in

If [our] future is to be one of peace and prosperity

order to encourage international understanding and

our kids will need the capacity to engage in dia-

asks for student exchange programmes to be an inte-

logue with others of different cultures and creeds.

gral part of all higher education.

A nd that applies both within A ustralia and abroad. 10

Europe has always strongly supported language

The Council of

learning as a means to fostering understanding between the countries of Europe, to facilitate trade, and

Earlier in his speech, Cosgrove commented:
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reshaping and the improved performance of our

its Recommendation R(82) 18, it stated:

education and training systems. ...
... it is only through a better knowledge of European
modern languages that it will be possible to facili-

Global economic forces are demanding changes in

tate communication and interaction among Europe-

the structure of A ustralian industry, in our ability

ans of different mother tongues in order to promote

to compete in world markets ...15

European mobility, mutual understanding and cooperation, and overcome prejudice and discrimina-

... language proficiency improves social cohesion,
communication and understanding throughout the

tion.

Australian community.16
Similarly, most education systems around the world
see an important role for language learning and gen-

As was noted earlier, Australia's national policy on

erally recognise three important goals: to develop

Asian languages is based on a recognition of

language proficiency for practical purposes (including international relations and trade), encouraging

... the importance of the development of a compre-

intercultural understanding, and fostering positive

hensive understanding of Asian languages and cul-

cross-cultural attitudes. In Britain and elsewhere in

tures through the A ustralian education system if

Europe, for example, strong policies have been devel-

A ustralia is to maximise its economic interests in
the Asia-Pacific region. 17

oped and adopted to encourage the learning of languages to facilitate trade, to enable Europeans to
work anywhere in Europe, and to foster mutual un-

In brief, in today's world it is important to develop

derstanding. In Britain, for example, the 1990 Na-

skills of communication with other people. No one

tional Curriculum stated that one of the aims of

language is sufficient, whether that be English or

foreign language teaching was:

Japanese or any other language. We cannot learn all
languages but we can learn at least one other lan-

... to encourage positive attitudes to ... speakers of

guage which will help us to communicate with and

foreign languages and a sympathetic attitude to

understand other people, and, most of all, help us to

other cultures and civilisations. 12

understand and accept the nature of racial, cultural
and linguistic differences. For speakers of other lan-

A "group of experts" mandated by the Swiss General

guages, English has some advantages. Not least, for

Education Commission to develop a language educa-

largely accidental historical reasons, English has be-

tion policy also stated:

come the major international language and serves as
a medium for communication not only with native

La

connaissance

des

langues

voisines

ou

English speakers but English, taught and learned as

partenaires permet non seulement une communica-

an international language, has become an important

tion transfrontaliere, mais contribue aussi et

medium for communication between speakers of

surtout a une comprehension mutuelle at a une attitude de tolerance a l 'egard d 'autres cultures. 13.14

other languages. In fact, there are probably at least
twice as many people who use English as a foreign or
second language for daily communication as use it as

In Australia, successive national policies have sought

a first language l8•

to increase the learning of languages for economic
reasons and to encourage more favourable cross-

Most fundamentally, however, all people, not least

cultural attitudes and intercultural understanding.

people in all professions such as medicine or educa-

The Australian Language and Literacy Policy, for ex-

tion that deal with other people, must learn to under-

ample, states:

stand, accept, and interact harmoniously with other
races and cultures, that is, it is vital that both general

Language and literacy issues are central to the

education and

professional

training

encourage
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in tercultural understanding and acceptance amongst

ance, one who acts and believes on the basis of rea-

all people, and, not least, amongst all people working

son and not prejudice, one who, through training and

in the "human" and "humanistic" professions. People

intellect, is able to treat all people, meet all situations,

of all races and cultures need to understand and be

respond to all challenges rationally, in a disciplined

able to communicate with each other but, in particu-

manner, with understanding, and, not least, with self-

lar, they need to grasp two basic principles: first, un-

understanding. Language learning is especially ap-

derlying the differences in language, culture and

propriate to these goals. The systematic, long-term

races are the same basic human features, the same

nature of language learning encourages a disciplined

fundamental human needs that exist across cultures

approach to achieving goals; there is strong evidence

and races: people are different but humanity is the

(referred to earlier) that language learning benefits

same. Those basic needs, wishes and characteristics

general intellectual development as well as educa-

are expressed differently through different customs

tional attainment; and there is strong evidence that

but these differences, for the most part, reflect the

good, well designed language learning can have a

same underlying needs. Hence we need to recognise,

positive effect on attitudes to, and understanding of,

understand and accept the universal that exists

other people, especially on cross-cultural attitudes 19•

across the diversity of languages and cultures. Second, we can identify national, racial or ethnic groups

Second, the best and most successful medical practi-

that speak particular languages and have certain cul-

tioners do not just treat bodies: they relate to and

tures; so there are Japanese or Australians or Ger-

treat people. Undoubtedly bodies are predominantly

mans or Koreans but the differences within any

chemicals and their well-being can be influenced by

group or race or ethnic community are just as great

chemicals but the practice of medicine is not just

as the differences between ethnic groups. It is easy

chemistry. As important as medicines or pharmaceu-

to "stereotype" people in a group but stereotypes

ticals might be in treating illness, the art of medicine

don't exist, only individuals exist. Hence, we need to

rests not just in the mixing of chemicals but medi-

recognise the individuality that exists within the

cine is about treating people: workers in the various

universality of a culture.

fields of medicine need to understand and accept people.

Some of this understanding can come from

"book learning", from the study of psychology, for
II WHY IS THIS RELEVANT TO STUDENTS
IN THE FIELD OF MEDICINE?

example, but most of all and certainly most sensitively and most intuitively, it comes from meeting
and interacting with a diverse range of people of dif-

The reasons just discussed are equally applicable to

ferent personalities, cultures and races. The wider

people working in the field of medicine as they are to

and more diverse one's experience of people and of

anyone else but there are several factors that make

what it is to be human, the more sensitive, alert and

the experience of learning another language and hav-

aware one is likely to be. Language learning, espe-

ing skills in at least one other language (especially

cially of the form to be described shortly, most effec-

English) of particular importance to medical person-

tively develops this awareness and sensitivity.

nel.
In this context, it is worth remembering the words of
First and very fundamentally, most people working

the

French

philosopher-writer,

Antoine

de

in the various fields of medicine are well educated,

Saint-Exupery. Saint-Exupery was a writer of chil-

for many, highly educated. The very concept of an

dren's books but he fills his books with perceptive in-

educated person is very relevant to them and they

sights into the human condition. In one, where he

should exemplify what we understand to be the char-

considers the nature of friendship and human rela-

acteristics of an educated person. In particular, an

tionships, he says:

"educated person" is one who has vast knowledge
but also has equally vast understanding and toler60
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English. Another and on-going example is that of the
work of the Queensland Institute for Medical Research (QIMR) in Brisbane. QIMR is one of the most

And elsewhere, he wrote:

important medical research institutes in the world.

Connaitre, ce n 'est point demontrer, ni expliquer.
C'est acceder

a

la vision.

Mais, pour voir, il

convient d'abord de participer.
apprentissage.

Cela est dur

22 23
•

Amongst its recent discoveries has been identification of the genes associated with breast cancer, it has
developed and is trialling a vaccine for the prevention of malaria (a disease that kills hundreds of thousands of people around the world each year), and it

To understand people, to know humanity, it is not

has carried out major research into Japanese en-

enough just to study the make-up of their bodies, it is

cephalitis. Again, the QIMR's publications and con-

not enough to learn about their minds, one must first

ferences are all in English and, for anyone without

meet them, interact with them, experience them; one

English, access to those findings will, at best, be de-

can understand only "with your heart", one must

layed.

have a vision of what it is to be human and that can
be acquired only by interacting with people and

Fourth, there are important cultural issues involved

gradually gaining insight into the human condition.

in dealing with people, especially in the intimate

Learning another language, stepping into another

ways that medical practitioners do. Just a few of the

culture, and interacting with people in different cul-

critical issues in doctor-patient or nurse-patient rela-

tural contexts lets one broaden one's vision of what

tionships include, for example, how a medical person

it is to be human and sensitises one to other people,

deals with a patient, the personal distance between

to their ideas, their customs, and their modes of act-

the doctor or nurse and the patient both in conversa-

ing and expression.

tion and in treatment, whether it is necessary to have
a third person present during treatment or inter-

Third, and on a more practical level, medical discov-

views, how to handle communication where an inter-

eries and developments occur all around the world,

preter is required, who is qualified to act as an

medical conferences occur all around the world, and

interpreter or can reasonably be used as an inter-

the main language in which the research findings are

preter for medical purposes, and how to give instruc-

published and the main language of the conferences

tions to people of different cultures [see the research

that are held is English: without English a medical

by Masako Sasaki].

worker's access to the latest medical information is
severely limited or, at best, delayed. Three examples

Fifth, one cannot learn closely all the cultures with

from Australia 24 will suffice to make the point. In

which one may have to deal but one can learn to un-

1996, the Nobel Prize for Medicine was awarded to

derstand the main international language and its as-

an Australian medical researcher who investigated

sociated culture (i.e., English) but, even more

the body's immune response and, in particular, how

importantly, if one goes about it the right way, the

the body eliminates viruses by T-cells. Inevitably,

language learning experience itself can sensitise

his papers were written in English. Somewhat ear-

learners to other people, to other cultures, and can

lier, in the 1960s, the Nobel Prize for Medicine was

make them culturally aware: one cannot learn every

awarded to another Australian scientist, McFarlane

culture but one can learn to "tread warily" so that

Burnett, who investigated the body's immune re-

one neither causes nor feels inadvertent offence.

sponse and discovered how the body identifies the
self and the non-self, Le., how it recognises cells that

Sixth, there is a very fundamental way in which Eng-

are its own or different. His discovery is vital to such

lish is important, not only to medical practitioners,

subsequent developments as transplants, which are

but to all professionals: as a professional, one needs

so important today in advanced medical practice.

to be able to identify with one's fellow professionals,

Again, his papers were written and published first in

for medical personnel, with one's fellow medical
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practitioners and researchers around the world. For

maximise

this, it is vital that one participates in conferences,

intercultural understanding and cross-cultural atti-

both

their

proficiency

and

their

reads the journals and books in one's field, and keeps

tudes.

up to date. Most of that worldwide interaction will
be carried by English and, without English, one
would be denying oneself a sense of profession and,

N HOW CAN YOU BEST LEARN ENGLISH?

even more importantly, access to current knowledge.
Research shows that the things that learners can do
that are most important in developing language proIII

ficiency are also those that are most important in de-

WHY ENGLISH?

veloping cultural understanding and positive crossSome reasons for the importance of English to medi-

cultural attitudes. The design of language teaching/

cal workers have already been given: in particular, it

learning methodology to maximise proficiency de-

is the principal language in which medical research

velopment and foster positive cross-cultural atti-

findings are published, in which international medi-

tudes has been discussed at length in other papers 27

cal conferences are held, and through which workers

but here, in summary, are some basic principles and

in the field of medicine interact with their interna-

practical advice:

tional colleagues.
First, language is best learned by using it: use it, use
The simple fact is that English has become the main

it, use it. In particular, continually put yourself in

international language. The reasons for English to

situations where you need to use English to commu-

have become so dominant are various: colonialism,

nicate.

military power, commerce, industry, trade, technology, media, the cinema and other arts, popular music,

Second, language is based on grammar: grammar is

while, more recently, English has become the pre-

the system by which words are put together to con-

dominant language of the internet with some 80% of

vey meaning. In learning a language, it is necessary

the net being conducted in English

25

to acquire the grammar and so it is appropriate to

•

study the grammar but, most of all, use the grammar,
However, the reasons why English has assumed this

use the language, and let your own mind develop the

significance don't matter so much as the fact that

grammar as you use the language.

English is the most widely spoken language in the
world. It is hard to estimate how many speakers of

Third, language is best learned when you use it ac-

English there are in the world. Crystal, in 1987, esti-

tively to communicate.

mated that there were 350 million native speakers

there is to use the language to communicate: with

but another 1400 million people who spoke it regu-

your teacher, with your friends, with work col-

Take every opportunity

More recent

leagues, with other speakers, and especially with

figures frequently quoted at the 2002 RELC Seminar

English native speakers. Use it to speak, to listen, to

in Singapore suggested there are 700 million Eng-

read, and to write.

larly as a second or foreign language

26

•

lish-L speakers, 700 million ESL speakers, and 700
Such figures confirm that

Fourth, language learning is greatly helped by wide

English has the strongest claim to being the principal

and varied experience of the language in all its

million EFL speakers.

international language, and therefore, for interna-

forms: speak, read, watch movies, use it on the

tional communication, it is the most useful.

internet, listen to English spoken on the radio, on TV,
in videos, in the cinema - in as many and varied

Granted the importance of language learning and of

places and forms as is possible to find or do. Even

learning English in particular, it is worth considering

English songs can help one learn though they are

how learners should go about learning it so as to

less useful than hearing the language spoken, using
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it to read, and trying to speak and write.

(63)

interacting with other professionals in chatrooms,
exchanging email, and so on - the list of possibilities

Fifth, culture is important both for language devel-

is endless).

opment and to learn to understand other people: culture gives the words meaning.

In learning the

Eighth, take every possible opportunity to interact

language, it is essential also to learn the culture (see

with native speakers: not just reading out written

below).

questions or memorised texts but by engaging in
conversation. While there is particular value in in-

Sixth, learn how to learn: it is not enough just to at-

teracting with native speakers who can model the

tend English classes and to depend on the teacher.

language, the main thing is to interact, to use the lan-

Language is learned, not taught.

guage for communication whether with native

Even though a

teacher can help you learn, it is by studying the lan-

speakers or with other learnersof English.

guage and, most of all, by struggling to use it in communication that it is learned. In any case, developing

What has just been said about how best to develop

high levels of proficiency is a long-term activity,

your language also applies to how to develop better

most language courses are finite, and, if one is to de-

understanding of the other culture and more positive

velop a high level of proficiency, it is essential to be

attitudes towards people of other cultures and races.

able to go on learning beyond the end of the set

In other words, the same principles apply to develop-

courses. In other words, it is essential to learn how to

ing intercultural understanding. In particular, use

learn and, in particular, to learn how to use the com-

the language for interaction with other speakers of

munity of speakers and other resources to enable

English, do this in as many and varied but authentic

you to continue to develop your language when you

cultural contexts as possible, and, most of all, interact

have finished with formal courses.

with native speakers of English. In this way, you
learn spontaneously the culture of the other people

Seventh, language is best learned in the course of so-

but, in particular, you learn to recognise the individ-

cial interaction both face-to-face and through read-

ual that exists in the. universal of a culture (as dis-

ing and writing. Meet with English speaking visitors

cussed above). You also learn that the other people

to your country, your community, or your institu-

are, basically, like you despite the language and cul-

tion; act as a guide to visitors so that you are using

ture differences; in other words, you learn to

English to talk about the things around you with

recognise the basic universal needs, ideas, and values

which you are familiar; try to participate in any con-

that exist across the different cultures (as discussed

ferences or other meetings in your professional field

earlier). Not least, you start to become sensitive to

where English is spoken; form university, profes-

the real cultural differences and learn how to move

sional or community clubs or associations (either for

across cultures without feeling or causing inadver-

general or in your professional purposes) and make

tent offence.

English the principal means of communication; seek
out on the internet chatrooms and other places of in-

Often when people first meet with people from other

teraction with people in the medical area; and, simi-

cultures or when people first enter another culture,

larly, seek out links with student or professional

they suffer "culture shock". Culture shock is a nor-

associations in English-speaking countries and either

mal

e~perience

and arises from the differences be-

visit them or interact with them over the net in Eng-

tween one's own culture and the other culture

lish. Nowadays, with the ready availability of the

encountered for the first time. In fact, culture shock

internet, there are also many excellent and low-cost

plays an important part in the development of under-

opportunities to read and write English while seek-

standing of other cultures and in the development of

ing information for oneself or in interacting over the

positive attitudes and intercultural understanding 28 •

net with other people (e.g., using the internet to

The value of culture shock lies in the fact that it can

search for information, reading relevant webpages,

be used to encourage people to think about their
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cross-cultural experiences, to think about why they

colleagues elsewhere in Japan; use chatrooms and try

react as they do, to understand their reactions, to un-

to find ones devoted to medical issues; use the

derstand why the other people act as they do, and,

internet in English to research information for your

eventually, to rationally alter their own reactions.

studies, research, or professional development; and
link up with colleagues in English-speaking coun-

At the practical level, here are seven suggestions of

tries using webcameras or videoconferencing.

useful things to do in order to maximise the developmen t of your language skills, to enhance your under-

Sixth, travel in English-speaking countries is espe-

standing of the other culture, and to facilitate the

cially useful and brings together in one short experi-

development of positive and balanced cross-cultural

ence many of the activities referred to above. Such

attitudes (especially towards speakers of English):

travel may be to undertake short or long-term English language courses, to undertake study tours in

First and, perhaps, most importantly, meet as often

which English is learned but also other activities

as possible with native (or other fluent) speakers of

(medical studies, tourism, or work experience and

English: have a project or a topic to explore with

observation) are undertaken. Often the people who

them and report back to your class or group to dis-

organise English courses and study tours will ar-

cuss it with your colleagues as well (in English, of

range homestay, which enables the visitor to experi-

course).

ence English-speaking culture in real-life situations
and provides the opportunity to use English for eve-

Second, act as a guide for tourists, professional col-

ryday purposes with the host family. Tourism can

leagues, or other visitors who speak English or what-

also give opportunities to experience the culture and

ever language you are learning.

to use English but it is important that tours not be
taken in home language groups or the opportunities

Third, participate in language evenings and lan-

to practise English will be much reduced.

guage camps where you interact in English (or whatever the target language is). They should be set up

Finally, there are many activities similar to those

so that the context or environment is as Australian,

outlined above that language learners or people

as English, or as American as possible so as to create

wishing to improve their proficiency in a second or

an appropriate atmosphere.

foreign language can undertake. Whatever activities

Invite English native

speakers or other fluent speakers to be present.

are used, three basic principles should always be remembered and used to test the suitability of the ac-

Fourth, have professional evenings, clubs, or other

tivities: first, use the language as much as possible;

organisations where you meet to discuss professional

second, learn about the culture both in formal classes

matters in English: at first this may be difficult and

and study and through interacting with native

you will struggle with the language but it is that

speakers; and, third and most importantly, interact

struggle that promotes language learning and the

with native and other speakers of the language both

more you persevere, the more rapidly your English

face-to-face and

will develop. Seek out and join a professional asso-

videoconferencing, and by any other means that fa-

ciation where English is used either all the time or

cilitates interaction.

through

writing,

the

internet,

wi th professional and other visi tors; if there isn't one,
form one.
V

ACADEMIC EXCHANGES OR STUDY ABROAD

Fifth, use the internet and email as much as possible:
correspond by email with your lecturers, with col-

From what has been discussed above, clearly there is

leagues, and with friends using English; correspond

great benefit both for language development, for

with colleagues in Australia or other English-

intercultural understanding, and for the develop-

speaking countries; correspond in English with

ment of medical expertise if students or professionals
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in the field of medicine spend some time abroad, both

negotiations and other events. Modern approaches

to learn and experience the English language and

to methodology for the teaching and learning of Eng-

cuIture and to broaden one's medical experience.

lish (and other languages) are able to develop high
levels of practical language skills or proficiency, they

Many universities actively encourage their students

can foster a realistic and balanced understanding of

to spend time abroad for these purposes. Many Japa-

English-related culture, and they encourage the de-

nese universities actively participate in programmes

velopment of positive cross-cultural attitudes that

that assist their students to spend time abroad learn-

are vital in today's globalised world where, as a nor-

ing English and furthering their studies and experi-

mal part of everyday life, people intermingle with

ence in their vocational field.

people of different races, cultures and languages.

Many English-

speaking universities encourage their students to
spend time in foreign universities as part of their de-

This is a modified version of a talk originally presented

gree programmes.

to health professional students at Hondo Campus, Akita
University, Akita, Japan, on Tuesday, 10 December,

In fact, this is not a modern phenomenon. Travel

2002 by David Ingram and subsequently edited by

from place to place and country to country to learn

Masako Sasaki.

from other experts and to experience other cultures,
other forms of knowledge, and to broaden one's own
experience is a very long academic tradition, going
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