
 

  
“It is incomprehensible that drug companies still get away with 

charging Americans twice as much, or more, than citizens of 
Canada or Europe for the exact same drugs.” 

Bernie Sanders, American politician 
 

1. Big Pharma Discussion 

1. What are some of the major pharmaceutical companies in the world? 
2. Where would we get medication from if it weren't for these companies? 
3. Do you trust generic brands of medicine as much as well-known brands? Why or why not? 
4. Should the price of drugs be strictly regulated to make them affordable to everyone? 
5. What would motivate pharmaceutical companies to develop new drugs if they couldn't make 

such big profits? 
6. Should pharmaceutical companies receive tax breaks and other forms of government assistance 

when they are making such huge profits? Why or why not? 
7. Which illegal drugs were originally developed as legal pharmaceuticals? Why were these 

developed? 
8. How are new drugs tested before they are approved for use? Do you trust this procedure? 
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2. Big Pharma Vocabulary 

• Big Pharma (noun, often derogatory) – the pharmaceutical industry; the pharmaceutical lobby; a 
conspiracy theory that suggests pharmaceutical companies have a sinister influence on society. 

• patent (noun) – the exclusive right to produce and sell an invention for a set period of time. 
• pharmacy (noun, shop), pharmacist (noun, profession) / chemist (BrE) (noun, shop/profession) / 

drug store (AmE) (noun, shop) – the place where you obtain medication; the professionals who work 
in these places. 

• prescription (noun) – an instruction from a doctor to provide medication for a diagnosed health issue. 
• over-the-counter (adjective), over the counter (adverb) – medication that does not require a 

prescription to buy. 
• vaccine (noun) – a substance introduced into the body, usually by injection, that stimulates the 

production of antibodies to protect against a disease. 
 
Using the vocabulary words above, complete the following sentences (remember to use the correct 
form of the word, e.g. verb conjugation or plural noun): 

1. Before you visit the rainforest, you should get a yellow fever vaccine. 
2. If you get a headache, you can buy paracetamol over the counter. 
3. GlaxoSmithKline announced that it would drop its patents in developing countries to allow wider 

access to medication in these countries. 
4. If you get a cold, you can buy cough medicine from the pharmacy. 
5. The presidential candidate was criticised for accepting huge donations from Big Pharma. 
6. You need a prescription for oxycodone as its highly addictive. 

 
Big Pharma vocabulary comprehension questions 

1. Do you believe the Big Pharma conspiracy theory that pharmaceutical companies keep the cure 
for certain diseases a secret so they can continue selling treatments for them? 

2. Why are patents important for the pharmaceutical industry? Should they be forced to make all 
their patents public? Why or why not? 

3. What advice can a pharmacist give you? When would you ask for their advice instead of a GP or 
other doctor? 

4. What medication do you need a prescription for? 
5. What over-the-counter medication can you get? 
6. Why do pharmaceutical companies not appear to be interested in developing vaccines for 

tropical diseases? 
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3. Video: The Opioid Crisis 

You are going to watch a video by TED Ed called “What causes opioid addiction, and why is it so tough to 
combat?” 
 

Watch the video here: https://yourenglishpal.com/blog/esl-conversation-lesson-plan-big-pharma/ 
 
While you watch the video, answer the following questions: 
 
Multiple choice 

1. When was morphine identified? 
a) 1800s   b) 1900s   c) 2000s 

2. What did pharmaceutical companies do with the addictive potential of opioids? 
a) advertised them  b) warned about them  c) concealed them 

3. Where are opioid receptors? 
a) in the brain   b) in the heart   c) all over the body 

4. What feeling can opioids give people? 
a) anxiety   b) pleasure   c) paranoia 

 
Sentence completion 

5. In high doses, opioids can decrease heart rate and breathing to dangerous levels. 
6. Eventually, people have to take larger and larger doses of opioids because they build up 

tolerance. 
7. Muscle aches, stomach pains, fever and vomiting are common withdrawal symptoms. 
8. Opioid addictions have increased massively around the world. 

 
Short answer 

9. Cases of overdose and addiction are especially increasing among whom? Younger people 
10. Many people who become addicted to opioids are also struggling with what? A mental health 

condition 
11. Staying for months in a facility to treat opioid addiction could result in the loss of what? Jobs and 

housing 
12. Which organisation uses the number 800-662-4357? The Department of Health and Human 

Services 
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4. Big Pharma Conversation Questions 

1. Is it ethical that pharmaceutical companies only tend to invest in producing medication that is 
profitable? How could they be persuaded to invest in less profitable, but equally vital, 
medication. 

2. What do you think about pharmaceutical companies in some countries advertising their products 
in TV commercials direct to consumers? What problems has this caused? 

3. What do you think about people in some countries asking their doctor to prescribe them certain 
medication, rather than the doctor deciding what to prescribe? 

4. What do you think about doctors receiving commissions from pharmaceutical companies for 
prescribing their products? 

5. What do you think about pharmaceutical companies lobbying politicians or making large political 
donations to them? What effect does this have on the policies governments pursue? 

6. Should universities be funded to conduct all pharmacological research instead of pharmaceutical 
companies, and any new discoveries shared with the world? 

7. Should all medication be free to everyone who needs it? Why or why not? 
8. What would the world be like if there were no pharmaceuticals? 

 
 
 
5. Big Pharma Writing Task 

Write about your opinion of Big Pharma. Try to use some of the vocabulary you learned earlier in this 
lesson. In your answer, you could include some of the following topics: 

• The positive contributions pharmaceutical companies have made to society. 
• Ethical issues in the pharmaceutical industry. 
• Alternative ways to develop medication. 

 
Alternative exam practice question: 
Some people say that prices of medication should be capped to ensure everyone around the world has 
access to them. Other people say that if pharmaceutical companies were not able to make large profits, 
they would lose motivation, and consequently, we would not have sufficient new innovations in the 
development of new medication. Discuss both sides and give your own opinion. 
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