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BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   
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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ronald 
the Chinese university of hong kong  
hong kong 
 
RSL, XKW and I have a joint research project going on. XKW and I 
have a joint publication in J Appl Toxicol in 2015. 

REVIEW RETURNED 22-Oct-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is an interesting study to assess if an intensive journal club 
model could improve the proficiency of medical English in non-native 
English speaking population, here a teaching hospital in China. The 
study are very designed and controlled and the results are 
meaningful to the English medical education methods. However 
presentations of the Methods and Results needed to be improved 
before publication. For example:  
1. Postgraduate students "at" the master and PhD levels! If the 
participants are "students", would that be they are still "undertaking" 
master "or" PhD programme?  
2. "parallel design" meant the study ran in parallel at US and China 
or in parallel with both groups?  
3. what baseline demographics questionnaire was about?  
4. was the journal club facilitator IKT a native English or non-English 
speaker? please specify. What is "perceived student interest of the 
journal club facilitator (IKT) meant"? intester of the student or the 
facilitator? please clarify. In addition, there are details of 
baseline/post-intervention examination, but not details in the journal 
club. What the facilitator did and the participants did in the journal 
club? any written assignment and same no. of question as in self-
study group?  
5. what is the "one hour group orientation session" about? please 
provide details.  
6. for the self-study group, "by the day it was to be presented in 
journal club"! they also need to attend the journal club? If journal 
club, what the participants did in the journal club? the evaluator to 
assess in the journal club? It is not very clear in the Methods.  
7. what is "mid-study" meant?  
8. Table 1: why only students with PhD degree compared? how 
about those students with master degree? there is no details of 
"formal English instruction" in the Methods. And also definition of 
"Novice", Intermediate and "advanced" are not provided. please 
include the average time spent on the reading, particular for self-
study group for comparison. please include exact p values for each 
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comparison.  
9. Table 3. some data overlap with Table 2, please remove. it is 
better to use 2x2 table and indicate the p values between group 
comparison and between pre- and post-intervention comparison. 

 

REVIEWER Sonia Hines 
Nursing Research Centre, Mater Health Services 

REVIEW RETURNED 12-Nov-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for an interesting and well-written paper. I have made a 
few comments/ observations in the attached document, which I hope 
you find useful.  
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Page Line Feedback 

4 51-52 Statements such as these asserting facts 

require referencing 

5 76 Was there a risk of harm to participants’ 

professional reputation or standing if it 

became known that they performed 

poorly on the tests? I would think that 

confidentiality would also be an ethical 

issue. 

5 85 The phrase “permuted blocks of size 2” is 

not particularly clear. Please rephrase it. 

6 95 I assume there’s a typo in this sentence: 

“A similar format but different content l 

post-intervention examination” 

 

7 123 Please write numbers ≤10 as words 

unless they are preceded in the sentence 

by numbers >10 (or are results or dates). 

8 144 This sentence is basically repeated from 

p7, line 126. I don’t think it’s necessary to 

include it in this paragraph. 

9 165 Earlier it was stated that participants 

were ‘volunteers’. Being nominated by 

their superior is not really ‘volunteering’ in 

the true sense of the word. It may even 

have contributed to a degree of selection 

bias. 

9 174 That’s very high attrition from your control 

group. Did you send reminders or take 

any other action to try to prevent it? In 

either case, it might be worth mentioning 

what you did about it. 

9 175 I’m a little confused by the disparity 

between the described 11.5% attrition 

rate and the described lack of 

compliance further on in the same 

paragraph. Did you assess participants 

who didn’t actually complete the 

intervention? It’s of course fine if you did, 

but I think it’s a point worth discussing 

that the majority of the participants in the 

self-study group didn’t do more than half 

of the self-study. Did you retain the 

baselines of those who didn’t complete 

the post-test examinations in the 

analysis? This also needs to be 

mentioned. 

13 262 You may wish to consider for future work 

the considerable evidence available on 
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REVIEWER Carrie Cameron, PhD 
The University of Texas M D Anderson Cancer Center, Houston TX, 
USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 17-Nov-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The article addresses a very important topic, acquisition of 
professional-level scientific English skills by medical professionals in 
China. The results appear to be valid, and are probably mainly of 
use in establishing the need for and means of flexible and low-cost 
linguistic interventions to help Chinese scientists and academic 
doctors learn English.  
The authors appear not to be aware of a very sizable literature 
specializing in exactly this area, which is known as "English for 
Science and Technology," "English for Specific Purposes," English 
for Research Publication Purposes," and other labels. The two 
linguistically-oriented citations included in the ms are of minimal 
relevance in comparison with what is available in the literature. (Any 
language professional knows that simply reading articles, while it 
certainly doesn't damage linguistic skills, is very low in the hierarchy 
of effective methods for increasing skills. The authors' approach of 
stimulating active language production in the study group is standard 
practice in applied linguistics, and does not really need justification.) 
While a major literature review of a topic so removed from the 
authors' general expertise is not really feasible, I do recommend that 
the authors check a few articles on this subject in Academic 
Medicine, and also search for articles by Yongyan Li, John 
Flowerdew, and John Swales, most of which are to be found in the 
journal "English for Specific Purposes." This will bring the authors up 
to date with other similar work being done globally, and it will also 
help them express with a great deal more emphasis and authority 
the significance of the problem, which I strongly recommend they do, 
in the Introduction section, and again with analysis in the Discussion 
section as part of the significance.  
Some problems exist with the reporting of the methods/results. 
Primarily, I would urge the authors to provide samples of the test 
questions. It is not clear whether the test questions addressed 
grammatical competence, verbal fluency, listening comprehension, 
vocabulary, rhetorical ability, or knowledge of the content matter. 
Linguistically speaking, this approach taken to testing is somewhat 
naive; however, it is not necessarily a grave flaw in the methodology.  
Overall, the language is quite clear and comprehensible, which is 
appreciated. Details of methods and results were very 
conscientious.  
In sum, I recommend that the authors get a bit more background on 
the general problem and how it is being addressed elsewhere, 
include some citations about this in the paper along with expressing 
the significance of the problem more emphatically and forcefully, and 
provide some detail on the test questions used.  

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

> > Reviewer Name  

> > Ronald Wang  

> > Institution and Country  
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> the Chinese university of hong kong  

> hong kong  

> > Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’:  

> RSL, XKW and I have a joint research project going on. XKW and I have a joint publication in J Appl 

Toxicol in 2015.  

> > Please leave your comments for the authors below This is an interesting study to assess if an 

intensive journal club model could improve the proficiency of medical English in non-native English 

speaking population, here a teaching hospital in China. The study are very designed and controlled 

and the results are meaningful to the English medical education methods. However presentations of 

the Methods and Results needed to be improved before publication. For example:  

 

> 1. Postgraduate students "at" the master and PhD levels! If the participants are "students", would 

that be they are still "undertaking" master "or" PhD programme?  

 

Answer: Yes, some participants were students concurrently undertaking masters or PhD programs.  

 

> 2. "parallel design" meant the study ran in parallel at US and China or in parallel with both groups?  

 

Answer: Parallel design is a study where two groups of treatments, say A and B, are given so that one 

group only receives treatment A while the other group only receives treatment B.  

 

> 3. what baseline demographics questionnaire was about?  

 

Answer: The questionnaire asked questions about gender, age, self-reported English language 

proficiency and approximate years of English language instruction, number of English journal articles 

read per week, and greatest area of perceived English language weakness (written, speaking, 

reading).  

 

> 4. was the journal club facilitator IKT a native English or non-English speaker? please specify. What 

is "perceived student interest of the journal club facilitator (IKT) meant"? intester of the student or the 

facilitator? please clarify. In addition, there are details of baseline/post-intervention examination, but 

not details in the journal club. What the facilitator did and the participants did in the journal club? any 

written assignment and same no. of question as in self-study group?  

 

Answer: IKT is a native English speaker. Gynecologic articles were selected based on website 

availability and the interest of the students (i.e. Oncology, REI, contraception and family planning, 

etc.). Students were asked to read the assigned article and come prepared to class to discuss the 

associated guided questions also available online. Students also practiced reading aloud sections of 

the article during the journal club. The self-study group was asked to submit written responses to 2-3 

of the same questions from the online question guide.  

 

> 5. what is the "one hour group orientation session" about? please provide details.  

 

Answer: Students were asked to take the pre-test during the orientation. Additionally, they were 

assigned study arms according to a randomized list and were given instructions about where and 

when to report for the intensive journal club. Students in the self-study arm were told to submit written 

responses to the questions for each article.  

 

> 6. for the self-study group, "by the day it was to be presented in journal club"! they also need to 

attend the journal club? If journal club, what the participants did in the journal club? the evaluator to 

assess in the journal club? It is not very clear in the Methods.  
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Answer: No, the self-study group did not also attend journal club. They were simply asked to keep up 

with the same schedule of articles the journal club group was reading.  

 

> 7. what is "mid-study" meant?  

 

Answer: “Mid-study” means middle of the study, in this case, 4 weeks into the study.  

 

> 8. Table 1: why only students with PhD degree compared? how about those students with master 

degree? there is no details of "formal English instruction" in the Methods. And also definition of 

"Novice", Intermediate and "advanced" are not provided. please include the average time spent on the 

reading, particular for self-study group for comparison. please include exact p values for each 

comparison.  

 

Answer: The available answer choices on the baseline questionnaire were: Medical Resident, PhD 

student, staff researcher/employee, other. The lack of definitions of levels of self-reported English 

language proficiency is a limitation of the baseline questionnaire. Average times spent reading each 

article were not reported during the study. I believe when the reviewer states "please include exact p 

values for each comparison" they are referring to Table 1. Typically for a randomized trial you do not 

include p-values when reporting baseline demographics in each group.  

 

> 9. Table 3. some data overlap with Table 2, please remove. it is better to use 2x2 table and indicate 

the p values between group comparison and between pre- and post-intervention comparison.  

 

Answer: Though there is overlap, the authors believe the information is presented in two different 

ways between the two tables: Table 2 shows an inter-group comparison of 3 variables and Table 3 

shows an intra-group comparison of 3 variables.  

 

 

> Reviewer: 2  

> Reviewer Name  

> Sonia Hines  

> Institution and Country  

> Nursing Research Centre, Mater Health Services  

> > Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’:  

> None declared.  

> > Please leave your comments for the authors below Thank you for an  

> interesting and well-written paper. I have made a few comments/ observations in the attached 

document, which I hope you find useful.  

 

Answer: Comments in response to reviewer 2 were addressed directly in the manuscript.  

 

> > Reviewer: 3  

> > Reviewer Name  

> Carrie Cameron, PhD  

> > Institution and Country  

> The University of Texas M D Anderson Cancer Center, Houston TX, USA  

> > Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’:  

> None  

> > Please leave your comments for the authors below The article addresses  

> a very important topic, acquisition of professional-level scientific English skills by medical 

professionals in China. The results appear to be valid, and are probably mainly of use in establishing 

the need for and means of flexible and low-cost linguistic interventions to help Chinese scientists and 
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academic doctors learn English.  

> The authors appear not to be aware of a very sizable literature specializing in exactly this area, 

which is known as "English for Science and Technology," "English for Specific Purposes," English for 

Research Publication Purposes," and other labels. The two linguistically-oriented citations included in 

the ms are of minimal relevance in comparison with what is available in the literature. (Any language 

professional knows that simply reading articles, while it certainly doesn't damage linguistic skills, is 

very low in the hierarchy of effective methods for increasing skills. The authors' approach of 

stimulating active language production in the study group is standard practice in applied linguistics, 

and does not really need justification.) While a major literature review of a topic so removed from the 

authors' general expertise is not really feasible, I do recommend that the authors check a few articles 

on this subject in Academic Medicine, and also search for articles by Yongyan Li, John Flowerdew, 

and John Swales, most of which are to be found in the journal "English for Specific Purposes." This 

will bring the authors up to date with other similar work being done globally, and it will also help them 

express with a great deal more emphasis and authority the significance of the problem, which I 

strongly recommend they do, in the Introduction section, and again with analysis in the Discussion 

section as part of the significance.  

> Some problems exist with the reporting of the methods/results. Primarily, I would urge the authors to 

provide samples of the test questions. It is not clear whether the test questions addressed 

grammatical competence, verbal fluency, listening comprehension, vocabulary, rhetorical ability, or 

knowledge of the content matter. Linguistically speaking, this approach taken to testing is somewhat 

naive; however, it is not necessarily a grave flaw in the methodology. Test questions addressed 

vocabulary, grammatical competence, knowledge of content manner and verbal fluency.  

> Overall, the language is quite clear and comprehensible, which is appreciated. Details of methods 

and results were very conscientious.  

> In sum, I recommend that the authors get a bit more background on the general problem and how it 

is being addressed elsewhere, include some citations about this in the paper along with expressing 

the significance of the problem more emphatically and forcefully, and provide some detail on the test 

questions used.  

 

Answer: Thank you for your comments. The authors have cited additional literature specifically on the 

subject of English for Specific Purposes in the context of Chinese scientists and English language 

publication. We found your suggestions for articles on this subject extremely helpful and were grateful 

to have had the opportunity to revise and include some seminal work into our manuscript. We have 

also added a few sample test questions as a supplement and hope this will enrich the understanding 

of our methodology. 

 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER ronald wang 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
 
RSL, XKW and I have a joint research project going on. XKW and I 
have a joint publication in J Appl Toxicol in 2015. 

REVIEW RETURNED 12-Dec-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors had addressed most of the comments. It will be nice if 
they could incorporate the details into the manuscript to enhance 
clarity of the methodology.  
I just noticed the assessment questions supplemented actually are 
the professional medical questions. These kinds of questions are not 
relevant to the research-based journal articles, so might not reflect 
the medical English competence. 
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REVIEWER Sonia Hines 
Nursing Research Centre  
Mater Health Services  
South Brisbane,  
Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 11-Dec-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for revising your paper. I think you have addressed all the 
issues I raised in my earlier review and the paper is considerably 
improved. It reads very well and I have no further changes to 
recommend. 

 

REVIEWER Carrie Cameron 
The University of Texas M D Anderson Cancer Center  
Houston, Texas USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 15-Dec-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The reviewer completed the checklist but made no further 
comments. 
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