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Science in English : Speaking of Eisosomes...
Pl AsgEa — 24y X RN A (NAIST)
lan Smith

When I first came to Japan, I could barely speak Japanese. Any improvement during the
subsequent five years has been due to the patience and persistence of my wonderful teacher: I
have a weekly one-to-one lesson at her home near Nara, but I think I must be her laziest student.
One thing I have learned, however - both from my own efforts to study Japanese and from
Interactions with my students at Nara Institute of Science and Technology (NAIST) - is that classes
with more than about four students are not ideal environments in which to learn a foreign language
in any depth.

For that reason, I was very excited when Professor Ishikawa told me two years ago about his
ideas for ‘Academic English Discussion’ courses, to be given to Life Sciences graduate students at
Kyoto University, and invited me to teach some of them. I had not taught classes like these before,
in which groups of three students would have the opportunity to describe and discuss, in technical
English, research papers that were of relevance or of interest to them.

I use the word ‘teach’, but in many ways I feel that I am learning as much as the students. A
few days before each class, one student selects a paper and circulates it electronically to the other
three participants. Typically, these are ‘big’ papers, often from recent issues of Nature or Cell.
During the class, my role feels like that of a ‘guide’ rather than of a ‘teacher. Some of the technical
vocabulary we encounter is no more familiar to me than it is to the students; one word that I
remember pondering how to pronounce was ‘eisosome’, which in fact had not existed before the
authors of the paper introduced it into their study of yeast endocytosis. So, although the principal
focus of the class is linguistic, I would say that we are all, as an unexpected side-effect, learning a lot
of biology at the same time.

The students, like my Japanese teacher, are wonderful - and that is not an adjective that I use
lightly. Preparing for the classes in which they are presenting requires a great deal of time, but they
always manage to find it somehow and to give clear, logically coherent, and balanced descriptions of
difficult topics. Among my tasks are to check minor pronunciation questions ; to make suggestions
about how, in words, to indicate specific areas, or to navigate' from place to place, within a complex
Figure ; and to make sure that everyone is following the story, or that they are asking questions if
they are not.

This last point touches on one of the main objectives of these courses: to give the students
practice in asking and answering questions about a scientific presentation. Of course, the ultimate
goal 1s for them to become able, and confident enough, to ask and answer questions at scientific
conferences, so that they can become strong and active competitors in the international scientific
arena, where - whether we like it or not - English 1s a critical tool, a key to success. If one’s native
language is as remote from English as is Japanese, attaining such mastery requires many years of
study and practice. I hope that the students feel, as I do, that by participating in these courses they
have taken an important step on this long and arduous journey.

They, as well as any readers who are struggling with scientific English, need to sustain and
maximize their contact with English beyond the classroom. As a practical step in this direction, I
would recommend, for example, that you seize opportunities to attend seminars and lectures that
are given by overseas scholars visiting Kyoto, whether or not the topic is directly related to your
own field of study. In many cases, such presentations will be made by people, like you, whose native
language is not English. You can therefore train your ears and mind to understand a wide range of
accents and speaking styles; this will gradually broaden your listening skills, and indirectly
strengthen your speaking skills.

This year, I shall follow my own advice, and attend some seminars and lectures at NAIST - in
Japanese.
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