Interview with Jonathan McFarland, 

the head of the Academic Writing Office (Sechenov University, Moscow)

What do you think are the most important skills for a professional, for a scientist?
For a professional, for a scientist, or for a doctor? That’s different.

For a doctor, for a scientist, and for a medical researcher.
Ok. Let me start off with a doctor. A doctor is someone who treats people. So, the doctor is not isolated, and the doctor is in a contact with society. First of all, doctors need to be very well trained, but perhaps more than well trained the doctor needs to be educated and of course completely updated in the latest techniques in their particular specialty. But the doctor also needs to be able to relate and, dare I say, empathize with the patient. The doctor has the beautiful but really hard task of joining the scientific with the arts, or with the humanistic. For a doctor, medicine is not only about treatment; medicine is about trying to help the patient, medicine is much more than just looking at the patient as a clinical case. Medical Humanities is an enormous field that, I think, is really needed now because there is a tendency for over-technicalization, for dehumanization. Introducing the Humanities into medicine is a way of rehumanizing the medical profession. Perhaps this is a good moment because now the medical profession and medical education have become more feminized, meaning that, 50–60 years ago, 80% of the medical students were men, and 20% were women. And now it’s the opposite. Maybe brining in the humanistic side, and linking it to this demographic change will give us more hope for the future.

The scientist is different. Normally, he or she is not in contact with humans. The scientist doesn’t treat patients. So, I would say the scientist needs to be extremely critical, extremely analytical, and extremely curious of everything. But specifically, the scientist needs to know his or her role and the important part that he or she will be playing in helping the patient. Because even if there is no direct contact with a patient, the biomedical scientist is looking for future treatment for ways to improve medicine. So, I think there is a big difference between what the doctor does and what the scientist does. Nevertheless, we should never forget that very often the very best doctors are the very best scientists as well.

Can we say that the English language - to speak English, to write in English, to understand the English language - is one of the most important skills for both a doctor and a scientist?
We should never underestimate that nowadays English is the lingua franca for medicine, for science and for every other profession. But I would really emphasize that in medicine English is not just optional, but it is a complete and utter necessity. If a medical doctor wants to be at the top of his game, meaning that if he or she wants to be in touch with the latest trends in medicine, they need to read articles, and these articles are in English. And then, if they want to form a part of research, they need to make research, and they need to publish that research in English. And if they want to explain the research and present it at scientific conferences, international scientific conferences (but not only international, because national conferences in many countries now use English), then they need English. Francis Darwin, the son of Charles said: “In science, the credit goes to the man who convinces the world, not to whom the idea first occurs”. And even if they only want to attend conferences, they need English. So, medical doctors need English - full stop.

What is your favorite book? Who is your favorite author?
Wow, unexpected question. I have a lot of favorite authors because I read a lot. I’m a big follower of Samuel Beckett. Samuel Beckett is a really interesting author, and he said something like “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try Again. Fail again. Fail better,” which is perhaps a good motto.

Can you recommend any books in English for our young doctors, for our young researchers?
I would say now that the medical students must read the book by Gavin Francis's Adventures in Human Being. It’s a very interesting book and I think all doctors should read it.
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