
22 
 

 

International Journal of Humanities and Natural Sciences, vol. 7-3 (46), 2020 

ENGLISH FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES TO THE ACADEMIC STAFF OF A MEDICAL 

UNIVERSITY: CHALLENGES AND PERSPECTIVES 

 

I.I. Torubarova, Senior Lecturer 

Voronezh N.N. Burdenko State Medical University 

(Russia, Voronezh) 

 

DOI: 10.24411/2500-1000-2020-10802 

 

Abstract. The article highlights the problem of teaching a foreign language to adult learners 

in the medical university. Special attention is paid to the development of skills and competences 

that contribute to the improvement of learners’ professional capabilities. It is pointed out that 

motivation is considered to be of particular importance in adult learning, since it stimulates an 

adult learner for action, mobilizes his internal energy. It is evident that adult learning requires a 

specific organization of the educational process and special forms of pedagogical communica-

tion. It should be noted that the simple transfer of techniques and technologies for teaching chil-

dren and adolescents to an adult audience does not provide conditions for realizing the develop-

ing potential of a foreign language. A qualitative revision and updating of the content and learn-

ing technologies is necessary, taking into account the characteristics of the adult learner, his 

goals and the learning context. 
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Current global situation including expan-

sion of economic, political and cultural rela-

tions between countries, international integra-

tion in the educational sphere etc. has given 

rise to the increased status of foreign lan-

guages in the academic and educational activ-

ity of the university staff. Nowadays profes-

sors and lecturers have to participate in the 

international conferences and report results of 

their work in foreign language, publish results 

of their research and educational activity in 

peer-reviewed journals included in Scopus 

and Web of Science edited in English, design 

and give lectures in foreign language, mostly 

English, to international students. 

Thus, for the academic staff arises the ne-

cessity to improve and develop their language 

skills and competences. In this regard we 

speak about “andragogy” – the method and 

practice of teaching adult learners; adult edu-

cation [1]. 

Malcolm S. Knowles, one of the founders 

of andragogical theory and practice, said: 

“The major problems of our age deal with 

human relations; the solutions can be found 

only in education. Skill in human relations is 

a skill that must be learned; it is learned in the 

home, in the school, in the church, on the job, 

and wherever people gather together in small 

groups” [2, p. 9]. His words illustrate present-

day realia in the best possible way. Malcolm 

S. Knowles declared goals of andragogy to be 

the goals of the society, and some of his ideas 

remain extremely challenging nowadays: 

– “Adults should develop a dynamic atti-

tude toward life. 

– Adults should acquire the skills neces-

sary to achieve the potentials of their person-

alities. 

– Adults should understand their society 

and should be skillful in directing social 

change” [2, p. 9-10]. 

The specificity of andragogical basics of 

the learning process are conditioned by psy-

chophysiological and social features and pos-

sibilities of an adult learner, and by the educa-

tional environment designed. To properly 

“manage” and stimulate adult learners it is 

necessary to design real-life-oriented learning 

process, since in his learning activity an adult 

learner is based on his life experience. 

The main difficulties for an adult in the 

learning process are psychological in nature. 

Speaking about the basic needs of the indi-

vidual, it is noted that the need for knowledge 

is integrated with the fear of knowledge, with 

anxiety, with the need for security and confi-

dence [3]. 

As experts reported, three important pa-

rameters that affect the process of foreign 
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language learning are age, frequency of con-

tact with the language environment, linguistic 

remoteness (degree of difference) between the 

native and the studied language. The presence 

of all three variables has a dramatically nega-

tive effect on the efficiency of the process of 

teaching a foreign language to adults [4]. 

The core of the difference between the 

andragogical approach and traditional teach-

ing principles is that in the learning process 

the dominant role belongs to the adult learner, 

who becomes an active participant in educa-

tional activities and perceives his teacher ra-

ther as a consultant or organizer to help him 

develop his own learning process. 

Results and discussion. It should be noted 

that the academic staff of Voronezh 

N.N. Burdenko State Medical University 

(VSMU) keeps up with the times. The “histo-

ry” of teaching foreign languages, namely 

English, to adult learners goes back to 2004, 

the date when the university (academy at 

those days) started teaching 1-3-year interna-

tional students in English language. Nowa-

days there are about 40-50 adult learners at-

tending foreign language courses in the De-

partment of Foreign Languages, VSMU, on 

constant basis. We have performed a small 

survey to design and modify learning process 

and goals and expectations of learners. Thir-

ty-seven learners, aged 27-72, participated in 

the survey, 29 of them attend groups classes – 

four groups including 9, 6, 7 and 7 learners, – 

and 8 people attend individual classes. The 

results of the survey given below seem to be 

rather interesting. Figure 1 demonstrates the 

initial level of foreign language (FL) 

knowledge in adult learners. It is necessary to 

mention that we use specially designed test to 

detect the level of initial FL knowledge, but 

in most cases learners refuse to do this test 

and say that their level of FL knowledge is 

very low, or “I don’t know/remember any-

thing”. 

 

 
Figure 1. Initial level of FL knowledge in adult learners. 

 

In most cases the level of FL knowledge 

defines whether a person chooses an individ-

ual or group work: people who are more con-

fident in their FL knowledge usually chooses 

individual classes. However, sometimes adult 

students attend group classes depending on a 

formal cause: they work at the same depart-

ment and want to be together like “birds of a 

feather”; sometimes it results from the 

knowledge fear and anxiety – the situation we 

have discussed earlier. Figure 2 shows distri-

bution of adult learners depending on their 

inclusion in the group/individual work. As 

shown, a real situation and preferences differ 

greatly. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of adult learners depending on their inclusion 

in the group/individual work 

 

That is why it is so important to design a 

FL course for adult learners based on tech-

niques recommended for use in the 

andragogical approach:  

– method of positive attitude towards mak-

ing mistakes; 

– creative-problematic, game methods; 

– study of role models, social interaction; 

– presentation of ideas; 

– project method. 

As reported, a key to success in adult for-

eign language learning is also the formation 

of psychological inclusion in the learning 

process and communicative flexibility by per-

forming a large number of exercises aimed at 

pair and group work [5]. 

Conscious attitude towards learning pro-

cess appears to be a powerful stimulating fac-

tor in teaching foreign languages to adult 

learners, the more so since for most of them 

FL knowledge is a must for their future suc-

cessful professional career [6]. As Figure 3 

demonstrates, all adult learners are absolutely 

confident about their educational goals. 

 

 
Figure 3. Educational goals of adult learners 

 

Designing a FL course for adult learners it 

is essential to consider adequate balance of 

various forms of speech activity, i.e. listening, 

reading, speaking and writing, and learners’ 

perception of these practices. It is common 

knowledge that for most adults listening 

seems to the most difficult and “scary” form 

of speech activity. This fact is supported by 

results of our survey (see Figure 4). There-

fore, it is necessary to take into account that 

selection of the material should be done care-

fully and elaborately in accordance with the 

needs of adults, e.g., listening and speaking 

should be given the greatest amount of time 
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in the classes, listening activity should be 

thoroughly prepared, the pedagogical princi-

ple of an adequate difficulty should be fol-

lowed. 

It seems advisable for the teacher to use an 

extensive arsenal of Internet resources, as 

well as authentic materials from open lec-

tures, specialized programs and educational 

resources designed for these purposes. 

 

 
Figure 4. Main difficulties in learning foreign languages 

 

Conclusion. Thus, the development of 

foreign language communicative competence 

in adult learners should be directly related to 

the principles of the andragogical model of 

teaching foreign languages and should be 

aimed primarily at the priority of independ-

ence in learning. 

The learning process must be designed in 

the way considering the previous experience 

of adult learners and their real opportunities 

for the practical application of acquired 

knowledge in a friendly atmosphere of coop-

eration and co-creation. 
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Аннотация. В статье освещается проблема обучения иностранному языку взрослых 

учащихся – преподавателей медицинского университета. Особое внимание уделяется 

развитию навыков и компетенций, которые способствуют повышению профессиональ-

ных способностей обучающихся. Отмечено, что мотивация является особенно важным 

компонентом в обучении взрослых, поскольку она стимулирует взрослого ученика к дей-

ствию, мобилизует его внутреннюю энергию. Очевидно, что обучение взрослых требует 

определенной организации учебного процесса и специальных форм педагогического обще-

ния. Следует отметить, что простой перенос методик и технологий обучения детей и 

подростков на взрослую аудиторию не создает условий для реализации развивающего по-

тенциала иностранного языка. Необходим качественный пересмотр и обновление кон-

тента и технологий обучения с учетом особенностей и целей взрослого обучающегося. 

Ключевые слова: английский язык, английский для специальных целей, андрагогика, 

развивающий потенциал иностранного языка. 

  




