
34 Prospect Vol. 20, No. 2  August 2005

Bridging undergraduate ESL medical
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ABSTRACT

Orienting international English as a Second Language (ESL) students to
research skills and discourses through bridging programs at the postgraduate
level has been described in literature and is also explored in a range of text-
books. The discussion regarding undergraduate research support is substantially
less well developed, although research training at the undergraduate level is not
uncommon in some disciplines. Content-based, team-taught bridging 
programs offer distinct advantages to students although they also require careful
planning and consideration of integrated teaching and assessment. This paper
presents a case study of the context and curriculum outline of an innovative
three-week bridging program for international second-language medical
research students undertaking a two-semester, third-year intercalated Bachelor
of Medical Science (BMedSci) degree within the Bachelor of Medicine and
Bachelor of Surgery (MBBS) program at the University of Melbourne.
Independent qualitative and quantitative student evaluations of the overall 
concurrent English for Academic Purposes (EAP) support, and specifically the
bridging program, are also provided. The paper highlights the potential 
for concurrent discipline-specific support for research students under a faculty-
based student support program (Hawthorne, Minas and Singh 2004).

Introduction: Context for a bridging program
Undergraduate medical students at the University of Melbourne complete
the BMedSci program in semesters six and seven by undertaking a 
two-semester research induction course entitled Advanced Medical Science
(AMS).1 Completion of a research project entitles students to a BMedSci
degree, an intercalated degree within the MBBS. While intercalated degrees
remain somewhat contested contributions to medical training (Tait and
Marshall 1995; Tamber 1996; Agha and Singh 2003), as discrete ‘stand-
alone’ degrees they are particularly appropriate for study-abroad exchanges.

The objectives of the AMS year are to:

• introduce research and critical appraisal of the literature

• develop skill in using and evaluating evidence
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• understand and use statistical techniques

• perceive the benefits and value of research

• encourage an understanding of diversity in medicine

• encourage independence in defining areas for study

• enhance oral and written communication skills, and

• encourage further learning in medically relevant areas.

In a report on the first AMS cohort, Farish (2002) notes that most of
the general objectives are being achieved although challenges remain, such
as a mismatch of expectations between supervisors, units and students about
course requirements and workload.

The degree program combines research and coursework in a field related
to medicine and enrols over 200 students annually; the outcome is a 
minor thesis of between 7500 to 12 000 words. Students undertake a research
project in one of five broad categories, three of which – Clinical Research,
Population Health, Laboratory-based Research – are the most heavily 
subscribed. Each category offers particular research units at specific local and
international sites, for example, Cell Transplantation for Tissue Regeneration
(Laboratory-based Research). The breadth of fields, research paradigms 
and writing practices makes generalised instruction a challenge, and this is
particularly true for concurrent EAP support throughout the AMS year.

While international students as individuals have been present in the AMS
previously, institutional exchange schemes between the University of
Melbourne and other universities have recently shifted attention to supporting
larger cohorts of ESL students. Under the auspices of a faculty-specific 
international student support program (Hawthorne, Minas and Singh 2004),
the author was appointed to provide concurrent support for the ESL
exchange-abroad cohort of 35 students throughout the AMS program for the
2003–04 intake. A second cohort of 11 students for 2004–05 is currently
underway and larger cohorts are scheduled for future years.

As part of the concurrent support for the students, a research induction
bridging program of four weeks’ duration was developed and has now been
through two iterations; the timeframe was reduced to three weeks in the 
second round because of other time commitments of both staff and students.
The program embodies team-taught, content-based instruction (CBI) 
involving discipline-specific EAP instruction in coordination with faculty-
taught research skills. Although the author has experience in developing and
teaching genre-based, discipline-specific EAP courses (for example, 
Melles 2004), this particular synthesis of field (EAP and medicine), purpose 
(bridging research skills), model (genre-based CBI) and higher-education level
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(undergraduate research) constitutes a gap in the literature worth exploring
and exemplifying. Using a case-study approach, this article describes the 
context and curriculum outline of this innovative CBI program.

Team teaching in content-based bridging course for
international students
Among the broad range of EAP curricula, CBI is based on discipline-specific
input into resources, assessment and evaluation (Brinton, Snow and Wesche
1989; Flowerdew and Peacock 2001). Some of the tensions in providing
credit-based discipline-specific or CBI courses have been discussed (see Melles
et al forthcoming). Jordan (1997: 252) notes that evidence shows that ‘the
more content-specific the course, the more the students will find it useful’; the
author also notes that, although the preferred form of collaboration, ‘it is not
easy to set up team-teaching’ (Jordan 1997: 121). CBI programs are often
developed on the initiative of ESL or EAP staff, which introduces several 
programmatic challenges, including the need to address the curriculum issues
of team-taught programs. Specifically, Crandall and Kaufman (2002) suggest
that all CBI programs in higher education face the challenges of:

• identifying or developing appropriate content

• convincing faculty to participate in the program

• developing and maintaining communication and collaboration

• developing sufficient expertise across disciplines

• institutionalising the effort.

Collaboration between faculty and EAP staff in team-taught CBI 
programs remains a desirable, albeit under-subscribed, option in the higher
education literature (Jordan 1997: 121). CBI bridging programs are intended
to bridge an assumed gap, among second language learners, between existing
skills and competencies and those required for further study. The ESL and
applied linguistics literature offers examples at the postgraduate level of 
bridging courses and workshops (for example, Paltridge 1997; Raymond and
Des Brisay 2000) run largely on the initiative of EAP and language and 
academic skills staff. The workshop and tutorial approach with limited faculty
input for a group of Indonesian postgraduates in nursing described by Sinclair
(2000) is an example of the limits of workshopped cooperative EAP. Bridging
programs for non-English speaking students at both Flinders University (Felix
and Lawson 1994) and Adelaide University (Cahill 1996), addressing similar
topics and learning processes, are also directed at postgraduate students. Felix
and Lawson found that while students developed their written expression they
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continued to produce significant grammatical and rhetorical errors. The
workshop textbook of Bartlett, Holzknecht and Thom (1999), the basis for 
a five-week generic (non-discipline specific) program with international 
postgraduates at the Australian National University, offers a typical set of 
topics and tasks in such programs, including cross-cultural assumptions about
learning, using citations, styles issues in academic writing and the process 
of critical analysis, among many others.

Bridging programs, including those mentioned above, are not always
discipline-specific and are taught with varying degrees of cooperation with
the faculty in the content area. Dudley-Evans (2001) refers to three levels of
liaison in team teaching: cooperation, collaboration and team teaching.
Only team teaching involves language and subject teachers working
together in the classroom; this is the approach taken in the bridging 
program and in overall teaching of international students in the AMS year.
Discipline-specific, team-taught bridging programs at the undergraduate
level are innovative in this respect.

Most postgraduate bridging programs appear to engage international
students with a specific academic genre by choosing a generic sub-genre
(Johns 2002: 4), such as the thesis proposal (Paltridge 1997), literature
review (Swales and Lindemann 2002) and research proposal (Cadman
2002) seen to be relevant to their future study. In the case of the AMS
bridging program, a critical appraisal of three research texts is the sub-genre
(Johns 2002) that has been chosen to allow students to demonstrate their
initial abilities to critically appraise academic medicine in preparation for
their production of full literature reviews, incorporating potentially more
than 100 references, towards the end of the first semester.

Thus, although the literature offers a number of non-discipline-specific
bridging programs for postgraduate students with limited degrees of faculty
input, the challenge of providing a team-taught, content-specific bridging
program at the undergraduate level is somewhat innovative. Although 
tensions have been reported in EAP and faculty team teaching, these were not
present in this context given recognition of the EAP role through a faculty-
based appointment and an explicit mandate to make teaching collaborative.

Bridging program curriculum design and delivery
The bridging course is a three-week collaboratively taught series of lectures,
workshops and assessments; the current three-week structure has been revised
from the original four-week program delivered to the first cohort. It follows a
week-long general orientation to campus life. Successful completion of the
tasks in the bridging program constitutes 12.5 points of the total 100 points
allocated to the program. Four staff members, including the author as EAP
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lecturer, have responsibility for delivering the program and assessing student
work. The current structure of the program is described below and involves
four perspectives on the research process: English for Academic Purposes,
Reading the Medical Literature, Data Analysis and Research Design, and
Writing a Research Report.

The bridging course runs simultaneously with students meeting 
supervisors and coordinators at a range of clinical and campus sites, as well
as defining, in consultation with supervisors, their research topics. The key
to the success of the EAP strand in the program, the focus here, has been
the integration of content-specific teaching topics and resources from the
other collaboratively taught elements of the program. In the details given
below, I take my own EAP perspective as the position from which I 
examine curriculum practices.

In the EAP session, to reinforce the teaching about writing the research
report, the author includes a rhetorical analysis of eight prior AMS theses
(written by non-international students), highlighting the generic structure
of introduction, methods, results and discussion required and some of the
general properties of the text, such as average number of citations. Raising
awareness among students of the genre expectations for key rhetorical 
sections of research articles is an important skill students must develop for
both reading and writing (Martinez 2002), and included in EAP teaching
sessions are readings from the medical literature on the function of 
discussion sections in research reports (Docherty and Smith 1999) for 
reading and debate. As indicated in Table 1, these readings and analyses are
intended to simultaneously reinforce the instruction offered in the other
streams of the program and offer opportunities for language and academic
skills development.

To reinforce the teaching on research design by the AMS coordinator,
each student is asked to address a project design and focus in a ten-
minute oral presentation in the final EAP session. This session is preceded
by modelling of a presentation and handouts on essential criteria for such
presentations. Students receive feedback on the logical coherence of 
their presentations, language use (for example, transition words) and 
incorporation of research references. In a similar bridging program context,
Adams  highlights how peer review of oral presentations appears to offer
better learning opportunities than modelling by faculty experts, a view
shared by the author. The oral presentation allows me to give students
some feedback on the coherence of their understanding of and ability to
communicate about their research designs as it relates to their projects.
After the end of the bridging program, students are required to submit a
research outline or protocol and the oral presentation looks towards this.
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Table 1: AMS bridging program curriculum outline

9 am–11am 11 am–1 pm 2 pm– 4 pm

Week 1
English for Academic Introductory talk about Free or individual appointments
Purposes (EAP lecturer) the world of medical 

research (guest speaker)
Reading the Medical English for Academic Free or assignments or visiting
Literature (Assistant Dean Purposes (EAP lecturer) research institutions
International)
English for Academic Data Analysis: qualitative v. Free or assignments or visiting
Purposes (EAP lecturer) quantitative research research institutions

(AMS coordinator)
English for Academic Data Analysis: introduction: Expert guest speaker
Purposes (EAP lecturer) example from a survey 

(AMS coordinator)

Week 2
English for Academic Reading the Medical Free or assignments or visiting
Purposes (EAP lecturer) Literature (Assistant Dean research institutions

International)
English for Academic Writing a Research Report Free or assignments or visiting
Purposes (EAP lecturer) (FEU* lecturer) research institutions
free Writing a Research Report Free or visiting research

(FEU lecturer) institutions
English for Academic Writing a Research Report Free or visiting research
Purposes (EAP lecturer) (FEU lecturer) institutions
English for Academic Examples of Data Analysis: Free or visiting research
Purposes (EAP lecturer) hospital records institutions

(AMS coordinator)

Week 3
Reading the Medical English for Academic Assignments or visiting research
Literature (Assistant Dean Purposes (EAP lecturer) institutions
International)
Examples of Data Analysis, English for Academic Free or assignments or visiting
quantitative analysis: lab- Purposes (EAP lecturer) research institutions
based (AMS Coordinator)
Reading the Medical English for Academic Free or assignments or visiting
Literature (Assistant Dean Purposes (EAP lecturer) research institutions
International)
Assessment guest speakers
Assessment Discussion: supervisors 

(Assistant Dean International)
‘What’s in the course work?’
(AMS Coordinator)

* Faculty Education Unit (FEU)
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In the sessions on Reading the Medical Literature, students explore
Hormone Replacement Therapy (HRT) through a series of readings and
discussions. To supplement and integrate this topic into the EAP session,
the author includes comprehension and discussion exercises on video 
segments from an Australian debate among medical practitioners
(MacLennan 1996) about HRT and breast cancer. I also include abstracts
from studies about HRT as a task on structural analysis of abstracts.

The sourcing of appropriate materials for CBI courses, which are 
discipline-specific, which can be organised into classroom tasks (for example,
listening comprehension and discussion), and which can be integrated with
the three other strands of the program, has been a challenge. In addition to
the sources and activities identified above, other materials have included
extracts from the Speaking from experience video series (for example, Cystic
fibrosis in adolescence 1998)2, which has authentic monologues from
Australian speakers, from adolescence to adulthood, discussing the 
management of a variety of illnesses; video segments from the Video classroom
series (Wiseman and Russell 1995), with class notes and activities aimed at
Year 12 students, which features one of the research centres, Peter MacCallum
Cancer Centre, where students are located for the AMS year. It also contains
reading and discussion tasks on cultural variations in style of thinking and
critical thinking, chapters two and five of Ballard and Clanchy (1984) (this is
complemented by a series of handouts and discussions from Bartlett,
Holzknecht and Thom [1999] on cultural differences, citations, and oral 
presentations and written academic style); and a range of selected texts on
issues to do with research methods, critical appraisal and research skills such as
interpreting graphs (for example, Waters and Waters 1995; Arakelian,
Bartram and Magnall 2003).

Assessment
The major piece of assessment for the program is a critical appraisal of three
research texts, which is collaboratively marked by the EAP lecturer and the
two faculty members responsible for teaching research reading and report
writing. Other assessments include an abstract produced by each student
and assessment for the EAP tasks, such as an oral presentation and 
participation. Although the EAP component per se is of limited value for
grades (1.5/12.5 marks), I am responsible for marking one third of the 
critical appraisal essays.

A detailed specification of what constitutes a quality discussion of the
literature is established through peer discussion and comparison of marked
texts and criteria, rather than being specified in writing. Table 2 gives an
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example of the feedback given to students in the three marking 
categories used; these criteria do not exhaust the feedback to students, since
their manuscripts are returned with detailed comments also in the margins.

Table 2: Example student feedback on critical appraisal

Discussion of the literature It was pleasing to see the introduction you include identifying 
reviews /7 the focus of your review.You also attempted to review the three

papers and this was somewhat successful. However, I found a
number of unclear statements and claims in this subsection,
which I have indicated in your (returned) manuscript. 4.5/7

Description of methodology Your review of the objectives and methodology was more 
and sample /7 successful than the previous section. Pleasing to see you identify

similarities and differences explicitly in your text.There were
one or two places where language use interfered with clear
reader understanding and I have marked these. 5.5/7

Discussion of the research The discussion of the findings was generally good but as with 
findings /6 the first section you make some unclear claims about strengths

and weaknesses of the study, which I have commented on in
your text.Your conclusion, which would have stood out better
having a subheading, was somewhat weak in terms of identifying
relative strengths and limitations although your comparison and
contrast statement was helpful. 5/6

Other comments Overall, a good beginning but some of your writing suggests a
need to revisit some of your evaluative claims about the papers
you review so that it is clear where relative strengths and
weaknesses lie.

Since this is typically the first sustained encounter with critical appraisal for
these students, AMS lecturers speculate that those students who do well are
more successful in taking on board the models and instruction on 
critical appraisal provided in the EAP and Reading the Medical Literature
strands in particular. During the first cohort iteration (2003–04) five key
issues were raised in a general feedback session as problematic in the writing
of the group: insufficient or unclear support for claims and statements
made; poor definition of major findings, significance and relevance of
research; lack of definition of research methods and methodology used;
insufficient detail in texts about research; and poor structuring in terms of
introduction, body and conclusion. These were flagged as issues students
would need to address in future work during the year. Thus, this first stage
in their research induction provides an early opportunity to encounter the
kinds of texts and language they will have to consume and produce during
their research year and gives the four staff involved an early indication of
what their needs will be over the coming year.
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Evaluation EAP bridging program and concurrent support
Alderson (1992) suggests that evaluating language programs should involve
both insiders and outsiders, and this is true for the AMS bridging course
although the focus on language is only one of the perspectives of the bridging
program. Evaluation of the bridging program is independently conducted by
the Faculty Education Unit surveying students with a discrete assessment of
each strand of the program. This formal assessment is complemented by an
informal curriculum review of the bridging program and discussion of
potential modifications among the four staff members mentioned above. The
data below refer to the 2003–04 cohort, as evaluation data for the current
cohort have not yet been generated.

In terms of the EAP bridging strand (n=31), responses were obtained
using a five-point Likert scale (five indicating strong agreement) on the fol-
lowing rubric for the four components of the program. The major weakness
appears to be the inadequate provision of feedback and, during the second
iteration of the bridging program, I have attempted to remedy this.

Table 3: AMS international 2003–04 bridging evaluation responses (n=31/35)*

Goals were clearly expressed 3.90
Teaching program was well organised 4.14
Subject matter appeared to be relevant to my future studies 4.13
The workload was appropriate 4.13
There was adequate feedback on my progress 3.40
Lecturer encouraged everyone to actively participate 4.03
Lecturer responded to questions effectively 4.19
Lecturer showed interest in my learning 3.96

* These data are one segment from a general survey encompassing all strands of the bridging
program and initial academic and social orientation phases. 

In addition, as the bridging program forms only a part of the 12-month
concurrent support provided by the author, qualitative feedback was 
provided through individual interviews with 31 of the 35 students in the
first cohort. This end-of-year structured qualitative survey (n=32) recorded
the following results, which largely confirm the initial results mentioned in
Table 3 and include a comparison with overall concurrent support.

Table 4: Structured final AMS 2003–04 international survey

Type of English course Very helpful Quite helpful Not very helpful

Bridging course 20 (63%) 12 (37%)
Concurrent support 20 (63%) 10 (31%) 2 (6%)
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While only limited conclusions may be drawn from such responses, it
seems in general that, with one exception (feedback on progress), students
agreed the EAP component within the integrated bridging program met 
its aims.

Conclusion
The feedback from this evaluation and from students on other components
of the program has provided useful information for modifying the current 
bridging program by reducing the timeframe to three weeks, further 
integrating the relevant teaching strands (encouraged by regular open 
communication on strengths and weaknesses), and providing more directed
tasks into the AMS year for the international cohort, such as the need to 
produce a completed literature review towards the end of first semester.

As mentioned above, bridging programs can be constituted as isolated
workshops of dubious value to discipline-specific faculty in higher education
institutions. As Dudley-Evans (2001; see also Jordan 1997) suggests, team
teaching, as exemplified in this case study, offers a particularly rewarding
context for EAP integration in content teaching and a sustained approach to
teaching critical appraisal skills (Pally 1997). As a number of EAP specialists
have noted (Bruce 2002; Swales and Lindemann 2002; Melles et al 
forthcoming) have noted, it is challenging for the EAP lecturer to identify
relevant discipline-specific materials, employ genre analysis for the benefit of
students, and attempt in general to understand the linguistic and disciplinary
practices of a range of research communities of practice (Johns 1997; Wenger
1998). This case study and the broader context of concurrent support within
medicine demonstrate the feasibility and rewards of such approaches to 
students and faculty alike.

NOTES

1 Full details can be seen at http://pbll.medfac.unimelb.edu.au/ams/

2 The full range of videos and details can be found at 
http://www.speaking-from-experience.com/
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