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Yvonne: Hello, I'm Yvonne Archer and welcome to "How to…" from 

bbclearningenglish.com. In today's programme, how to understand the 

questions a doctor might ask – in English. 

 

Now when we're ill, most of us try a home remedy first, for example, honey, 

lemon and garlic for a cold. And if that doesn't work, we might buy some 

medicine from the chemist. But if we're still ill, we usually have to go to the 

doctor… 

 

INSERT 1 

RECEPTIONIST: Bushy Hill Surgery? 

HINA: Hello, I'd like to book an appointment please. 

 

Yvonne: So what's the first thing we can expect to hear when we see the doctor? 

 

INSERT 2 

What seems to be the problem? 

How can I help today? 

So, I gather you're not feeling well?  

What can I do for you, Mr Archer? 

 

Yvonne: Now, my father thinks it's funny to take those questions literally, so in answer 

to: 

 

INSERT 3 

What seems to be the problem? 
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Yvonne: He might answer: "Well, I don't know and that's why I'm here to see you!"  

Yes, very funny – but don't follow his example. Of course, we're not expected 

to know what illness we have or what we need to make us feel better; that's the 

doctor's job! So the opening questions are meant to make us feel comfortable 

and to get us to describe our symptoms to the doctor - to explain how we feel. 

Hopefully, the doctor will then be able to tell which illness we have and how to 

treat it. 

 

RPT INSERT 2 

What seems to be the problem? 

How can I help today? 

So, I gather you're not feeling well?  

What can I do for you, Mr Archer? 

 

IDENT 

 

Yvonne: So far today on "How to…" from bbclearningenglish.com, we've heard some 

examples of some opening questions that a doctor might ask. But don't worry 

about the next step - describing your symptoms in English - because doctors 

have lots of simple, really useful questions to help. Here are a few that you'll 

probably come across: 

 

INSERT 4 

Where does it hurt? 

How long have you been feeling like this? 

Have you had a temperature? 

Have you had a fever? 
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Yvonne: In answer to that first question "Where does it hurt?" – you simply need to 

name a body part. Is the pain in your head, throat, stomach or ankle, for 

example?  

INSERT 5 

Where does it hurt? 

 

Yvonne: And if the doctor asks: 'How long have you been feeling like this?' - he or she 

simply wants to know when the pain started. Did it begin 'this morning', 

'yesterday', 'on Wednesday' or 'last week', for example? 

INSERT 6 

How long have you been feeling like this? 

 

Yvonne: And 'a temperature' and 'a fever' mean the same thing. The doctor wants to 

know whether you've been feeling extremely hot - much hotter than usual.  

INSERT 7 

Have you had a temperature? 

Have you had a fever? 

 

Yvonne: After the doctor has noted our symptoms, we hope he or she can tell us which 

illness we have and what to do next. For example, we might get a prescription 

for some medicine. And the important thing here is to understand the doctor's 

instructions about the dosage. How much medicine should we take, how often 

should we take it, when should we take it and for how long? Here are some 

examples of doctors' instructions that the BBC Learning English team have 

been given in the past:  

 

INSERT 8 

Take two tablets with plenty of water, three times a day with meals.  

Take three teaspoonfuls after breakfast and another three after dinner.  

Use the inhaler every six hours. 
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Take one tablet per day for seven days first thing each morning. 

Apply the ointment once a day after bathing. 

Use the eye drops at night.  

 

Yvonne: As we know, medicines can be dangerous if we take or use the wrong amount, 

for example. So don't be afraid to ask the doctor to repeat his or her 

instructions until you're sure you understand. But as we heard from those 

examples, there can be quite a few things to remember - so it might be helpful 

to write down what the doctor says about taking your medicine. Think about 

what you might write down if these were your instructions: 

 

INSERT 9 

Take two tablets with plenty of water, three times a day with meals.  

 

Yvonne: Well, that's all for today's "How to…" but remember, you can find out more 

about understanding the doctor, and test what you've learned with our quizzes, 

games and other programmes on bbclearningenglish.com. And we do hope that 

you won't have to visit a doctor for years to come! 

 

  

 


