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1. Introduction

Given the abundance of terms and acronyms used to refer to English-medium
instruction (EMI) (cf. Cicillini, 2021; Pecorari, 2020; Wilkinson, 2017), I would like to
specify which terms will be used throughout this thesis at the very beginning. In their
systematic review, Macaro et al. (2018: 46) found that “the labels given to the phenomenon of
EMI and their definition are inconsistent and problematic”. They note that different labels are
used by different authors. However, it is hardly ever explained why a specific label is used.
Lasagabaster (2022: 4) points out that “when it comes to terminology, and especially when
surrounded by these many different options, researchers should define from the very
beginning what they mean”.

In this thesis, the label English-medium instruction and the acronym EMI will be used,
as they have been most widely used in literature (Rose et al., 2023). Macaro et al. (2018: 37)
define EMI as “the use of the English language to teach academic subjects (other than English
itself) in countries or jurisdictions where the first language of the majority of the population is
not English”. Although this definition has sparked debate due to the fact that it excludes
Anglophone countries and restricts EMI to contexts where English is not the first language of
the population, Rose et al. (2023: 545) state that the term English-medium instruction has
historically been used and see it as “the established central term that captures marked
educational practices of teaching through English”. They also explain that “for researchers
looking for a central term, English medium instruction offers the most definitional freedom”
(Rose et al., 2023: 545), adding that not all contexts are the same and that comparative

research is necessary.

1.1. The aim of the thesis

As will be shown in this thesis, English-taught study programmes were introduced in
Europe in the 1980s (Wilkinson, 2013) and were encouraged by internationalisation and the
wish of higher education institutions to attract foreign students (Dearden, 2014; Macaro et al.,
2018; Maiworm & Waichter, 2002; Wéchter & Maiworm, 2008, 2014). EMI expanded
worldwide rapidly due to the belief that study programmes taught in a foreign language
provided many benefits. One of the most prominent benefits of EMI programmes is the

advancement of students’ English language proficiency, which is a result of a parallel



acquisition of content and language (Dearden, 2018; Drljaca Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢,
2017; Galloway et al., 2017; Richards & Pun, 2023; Wilkinson, 2013). Along these lines,
Krashen’s Input Hypothesis describes the importance of comprehensible input and the focus
on understanding the meaning of the message, which supports the acquisition of language
(Krashen, 1982). However, in spite of growing research in the field of EMI and the fact that
EMI is considered to contribute to the increase in students’ English language skills, there is a
deficiency in the number of studies investigating the development of EMI students’ English
language proficiency as a result of studying in English. Additionally, as will be shown in
chapter 3 of this thesis, the findings of the studies that have been published are inconsistent:
while certain authors claim that there has been an increase in EMI students’ English language
skills (Cicillini, 2021; Cosgun & Hasirc1, 2017; Li, 2017; Rogier, 2012; Vidal & Jarvis, 2020;
Yuksel et al., 2023), others imply that the impact of EMI on students’ knowledge of the
English language is not as significant as suggested in previous literature (Ament & Pérez
Vidal, 2015; Lei & Hu, 2014). In addition, very few studies include a comparison (non-EMI)
group of students.

Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to conduct an empirical longitudinal study of the
English language progress of students enrolled in an EMI study programme. To be more
specific, students’ English language knowledge was examined at the beginning and the end of
their undergraduate studies with the help of a questionnaire and three language tests.
Interviews with students were also conducted in order to gain additional insights into their
perceptions, beliefs and attitudes regarding English language learning. In order to provide
more objective and reliable results, a comparison (non-EMI) group of students was also
included. Hence, the findings of this study will contribute to the scarcely investigated aspect
of EMI, extending our knowledge of the impact of EMI, as well as English for specific
purposes (ESP), on language learning.

1.2. Thesis outline

The thesis consists of nine chapters. The present chapter clarifies the usage of
terminology and the meaning of the term EMI. It also explains the aim of the thesis and

describes its outline.



Chapter 2 provides an overview of the spread of English-taught study programmes
worldwide and looks into the driving forces behind the introduction of EMI programmes. The
benefits and challenges of EMI are also presented here.

Chapter 3 provides a review of extant literature. It is divided into two subchapters. The
first subchapter presents the research related to EMI students’ English language proficiency.
The second subchapter describes EMI students’ motivation and reasons for enrolment in
English-taught study programmes, their language-related expectations, the language
challenges they experience due to studying in English, and their coping strategies for such
challenges, as well as views on the importance of language support obtained from the
research.

Chapter 4 gives an overview of second language acquisition (SLA) theories which are
in line with and support the findings of this thesis. The first subchapter presents behaviourist
views. The second subchapter deals with Krashen’s Monitor Theory, while the third
subchapter looks at Long’s Interaction and Swain’s Output Hypotheses. The fourth
subchapter describes Sociocultural Theory (SCT). The fifth subchapter explains language
socialisation and the last subchapter considers the postulates of content-based instruction.

Chapter 5 begins with a description of how the idea for the study emerged and
continues with a description of the context in which the study was conducted. It also depicts
the pilot study and the preliminary study, which were conducted prior to the present study.
The chapter closes with a description of the study participants.

Chapter 6 elaborates on the research protocol. At the beginning of the chapter, the
research aim and research questions are presented. Next, the chapter outlines the research
design and depicts the research methods, namely the questionnaires and three language tests:
the Oxford Quick Placement Test (OPT), the C-test and the Business English test (BET).
Finally, the chapter lays out ethical considerations and describes how the quantitative and
qualitative data obtained via this research were analysed.

The results of the research are presented in chapter 7. More specifically, the chapter
presents the results of the students’ self-assessment and language tests taken by students at the
beginning and the end of their studies, after which these results are compared. The chapter
also describes the self-assessment of students’ academic English language skills, students’
reasons and motivation for enrolment in the English-taught study programme, their self-

perceived English language learning process, their self-perceived language strengths and



weaknesses, their language-related expectations and the fulfilment thereof as regards English
language progress, their views on language support and their perspectives on the most
beneficial classroom activities.

Chapter 8 discusses the main findings of the thesis and brings them into relation with
other relevant findings which have so far been presented in literature.

Chapter 9, the concluding chapter, answers the research questions, offers concluding
remarks and suggests future actions regarding research on EMI students’ English language

proficiency.



2. EMI as a global phenomenon

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the spread of English-taught study
programmes worldwide and investigate the driving forces behind the introduction of EMI.
The chapter also looks into the benefits and challenges of EMI.

An often-cited quote best explains the nature of EMI, stating that EMI is a “rapidly
growing global phenomenon” (Dearden, 2014: 2). Macaro et al. (2018: 45) also explain that
“EMI is a relatively new but rapidly growing field of academic endeavour”. They found that
the first study in the field of EMI was a doctoral thesis written by Vinke (1995). They also
found that only five studies were published between 1995 and 2005, followed by 14 studies
published between 2006 and 2010. A larger number of studies (63) were published in the
period between 2011 and 2015. Among them, 19 were published solely in 2014. Bolton et al.
(2024: 2) found 59 “book-length” studies, all published from 2013 onwards, and concluded
that “75% of the books on this topic have appeared only in the last five years, reflecting the
recent, growing interest in this field*. Similar research was conducted by Wilkinson (2017).
He carried out a search on Google Scholar and found that 550 articles and books on EMI were
published between 2010 and 2016. He further notes that, when the search is extended to a ten-
year period (that is, from 2006 to 2016), only 50 more appear, and a further 72 can be found if
there are no limitations in terms of publication dates. Building upon Wilkinson’s search, I
investigated how many papers on EMI were published between 2017 and 2024. Following his
method, I conducted a search on Google Scholar in March 2024 and found that 6850 books
and articles on EMI were published in this seven-year period, which is an increase of
approximately 1145%. This demonstrates a rapid rise in interest in the field of EMI, as shown

in Figure 1.



Figure 1
The number of books and articles on EMI published until 2016 and between 2017 and 2024,
as registered by Google Scholar in March 2024
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As for the expansion of EMI programmes, two studies have tried to depict it on a
global scale. The first was conducted by Dearden (2014). The study included 55 countries
from Europe, Asia, Africa and South America and covered EMI at all educational levels:
primary, secondary and tertiary. The results show that “there is more EMI reported at tertiary
level than at secondary level®, and that “there is more EMI at secondary level than at primary
level” (Dearden, 2014: 9). Additionally, EMI programmes are reportedly more common in the
private sector.

The second study was conducted by the British Council (2021). The findings point to
27,874 EMI programmes worldwide, with the exception of the USA, the UK, Canada and
Australia, which is a rise of 77% in relation to findings from 2017 (British Council, 2021).

Maastricht University is one of the first institutions to have introduced an English-
taught study programme (Hultgren & Wilkinson, 2022; Macaro, 2018; Wilkinson, 2013).
Wilkinson (2013) describes the introduction of a first-degree programme in International
Management in English in the mid-1980s. In the following years, the number of students

enrolled in this English-taught programme grew, and other programmes at the University also



started to be taught in English. Over time, other universities in the Netherlands followed their
example and introduced EMI programmes.

This practice was followed elsewhere in Europe, especially in the Nordic countries.
Three studies conducted by Wéchter and Maiworm (Maiworm & Wichter, 2002; Wichter &
Maiworm, 2008, 2014) show the development and the growth of EMI programmes in Europe.
The first study was conducted in 2001/2002, and showed that, at the time, there were 725
English-language-taught degree programmes (ELTDPs) offered by higher education
institutions throughout Europe (Maiworm & Wichter, 2002). The highest number of ELTDPs
was conducted in Germany (180), followed by the Netherlands (115) and Finland (85).
Additionally, a higher number of ELTDPs in Belgium, Sweden, Denmark and Norway was
noted. The second study was conducted five years later (Wachter & Maiworm, 2008), the
findings of which revealed that there were 2389 study programmes taught in English. This
time, the highest number of ELTPDs was carried out in the Netherlands (774), followed by
Germany (415), Finland (235) and Sweden (123). The third study was conducted in 2014
(Wéchter & Maiworm, 2014), when 8089 study programmes taught in English were reported.
Again, the highest number of English-taught programmes (ETPs) was reported by the
Netherlands (1078), followed by Germany (1030), Sweden (822), France (499) and Denmark
(494). However, in this study, some countries which had fewer ETPs in the earlier studies,
such as Poland and Estonia, reported above-average growth rates, which points to the
“traditional ETP leaders in Central West Europe and Nordic countries”. Nevertheless,
“players from Central East Europe and, in particular, the Baltic states are catching up fast”
(Wichter & Maiworm, 2014: 16). The authors also report a rise of 239% in the number of
ETPs between 2007 and 2014. According to the British Council (2021), there were 17,562
EMI programmes in Europe (that is, within the European higher education area) in 2021, with
2007 programmes in the Netherlands, 1892 in Germany, 1080 in France and 1077 in Spain.

As for Croatia, Drljaca Margi¢ and Vodopija-Krstanovi¢ (2020) report 56 EMI study
programmes in 2018, seven of which were at the University of Rijeka, where the present
study was conducted. According to the Ministry of Science and Education (2024), there are
currently 130 EMI study programmes in Croatia, 18 of which belong to the University of
Rijeka. At the University of Rijeka, EMI was first mentioned in the University of Rijeka
Strategy 2007-2013 (SveuciliSte u Rijeci, 2007), where one of the main goals was to increase

the number of study programmes in a foreign language to ten. In the University of Rijeka



2014-2020 Strategy (SveuciliSte u Rijeci, 2014), this number was increased to 20, while the
University of Rijeka Strategy 2021-2025 (Sveuciliste u Rijeci, 2021) envisions a 150%
increase in study programmes in a foreign language.

Other continents have also witnessed an expansion of EMI programmes. However,
there is a lack of large-scale studies, such as the above-mentioned studies conducted in
Europe. As for Asia, the British Council (2021) reports 3389 EMI programmes in the Chinese
region, 1851 EMI programmes in East Asia and 1011 EMI programmes in South Asia.
Walkinshaw et al. (2017) attribute the rise in usage of English in Asia to the establishment of
the Association of South-East Asian Nations and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, as
well as to the membership of Asian Pacific countries in the World Trade Organisation.
According to the authors, these circumstances provided a basis for the growing demand for
increased English language competence within the workforce, which also boosted the
expansion of EMI programmes at tertiary institutions in the Asia-Pacific. The authors also
note the influence of internationalisation and give the examples of Indonesia, China and
Japan, where governments and/or specific ministries implement measures to promote EMI
programmes. Similar findings were reported by Macaro et al. (2018) and Galloway et al.
(2017). Macaro et al. (2018) describe the growth in EMI programmes in China and Japan,
encouraged by the measures undertaken by the respective ministries of education, whereas
Galloway et al. (2017: 11) note that the introduction of EMI programmes in these two
countries is “closely related to the government objectives to improve English proficiency”.
Macaro et al. (2018) also depict the increase in EMI programmes in Taiwan (from 2000
onwards) and Korea (from 2006 onwards). In addition to this, Barnard (2014) describes the
introduction of EMI programmes in Vietnam and Malaysia in the early 21* century. Rahman
et al. (2018: 1158) provide an overview of EMI in Asia, explaining that the described contexts

“represent much of Asia’s HE”.



Table 1

EMI situation in Asian polities (Rahman et al., 2008: 1158)

Country

EMI situation

Bangladesh

All private universities have adopted EMI as their de facto medium of
instruction. In contrast, public universities have maintained the university act
of 1974, in line with the nation’s political desire to promote Bengali to
consolidate a newly born nation in 1971 (Banu & Sussex, 2001), where
Bengali was recognized in HE as the medium of instruction with few
exceptions (Hamid, Jahan, & Islam, 2013; Hamid & Kirkpatrick, 2016;
Islam, 2013).

China

The leading Chinese universities have adopted EMI for many of their
disciplines in order to attract international students in China. Chinese EMI
programs are not designed for language education but for majors like
computer science, engineering, business, medicine, etc. (Botha, 2015; Hu,

2009)

Malaysia

English is not officially recognized but it is the de facto choice of MOI in HE
in Malaysia (Gill, 2014). All the private universities have adopted EMI.
Although Malay remains the MOI in public universities, among 20 public
universities, due to heavy pressure to internationalize the HE, most of them

have adopted or are in the process of adopting EMI (Ali & Hamid, 2018).

Pakistan

English in Pakistan has been and arguably will remain the primary MOI in
institutions of HE for the foreseeable future (Mahboob, 2017). However, it
does not guarantee the undisputable nature of the policy, since the language
proficiency of the learners in Pakistan still remains under the standard level.
Besides, as English remains the doorkeeper of success in HE, the desire of
educating children in English-medium schools remains high across social

levels (Mansoor, 2005).

Thailand

Being an outer circle English speaking country, Thailand has been
implanting English in every domain of education, including HE. Most of
their public funded universities are currently focusing to enhance their

international outlook and generate an English skilled workforce for the




nation (Thitthongkam & Walsh, 2011).

Saudi Arabia | Although Saudi Arabia primarily focused on EMI for the health care sector,
Suliman and Tadros (2011) noticed that recent innovation by the Saudi
Ministry of Education (MoE, 2013) emphasized English language
proficiency as one of its major eleven goals. On that note, most of the

universities have adopted EMI (McMullen, 2014).

South Korea | Now with the goal of internationalization of HE (Ministry of Education,
2016), more and more universities have been incorporating EMI (Kim &
Tarar, 2018). As of 2013, EMI programs are available in the majority of the
420 South Korean universities which compete with one another to enhance

their yearly international rankings (Piller & Cho, 2013).

Vietnam After the commencement of the “National Foreign Language 2020 Project”
in 2008, at least 70 universities have introduced EMI programs to adapt the

global pace of internationalization in HE and to give tertiary students in

Vietnam better opportunities to work and study abroad (Hamid et al., 2013).

Regarding Africa, the data are rather limited (cf. Lasagabaster, 2022; Macaro et al.,
2018). Africa has been more exposed to English due to historical British colonization. In
some states, English is the official language and several English dialects are present on the
continent (Tamtam et al., 2012). Macaro et al. (2018) did not find any studies related to EMI
at the tertiary level in Africa; they found only 14 studies related to EMI at the secondary level
and two studies related to the primary level of education. Dearden (2014) notes that there are
EMI programmes implemented at both public and private universities in Ethiopia, Ghana,
Mauritius and Zambia, and the British Council (2021) mapped 2253 EMI programmes in Sub-
Saharan Africa.

Research in Latin America has also been scarce (Lasagabaster, 2022; Macaro et al.,
2018; Tejada-Sanchez & Molina-Naar, 2020). The British Council (2021) identified 494 EMI
programmes in the Americas, indicating that the number of EMI programmes in this area is
smaller than on other continents. In Latin America, EMI seems to be a relatively new
endeavour (British Council, 2021; Martinez, 2016). Martinez and Fernandes (2020) state that
the first EMI programmes in Brazil were prompted by the Brazilian Ministry of education and

that “there is little evidence that courses taught in English existed prior to 2010” (Martinez &
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Fernandes, 2020: 126). Sah (2022) adds that nowadays universities in Brazil receive money

from the government for the implementation of EML

2.1. Driving forces

Internationalisation is believed to be one of the key reasons for the introduction of
EMI programmes. Knight (2003: 2) defines internationalisation as “the process of integrating
an international, intercultural, or global dimension in the purpose, functions, or delivery of
postsecondary education”. In the context of EMI in higher education, internationalisation is
closely related to the need to attract foreign students (Macaro et al., 2018). As Dearden (2014:
16) explains:

Policy makers consider EMI as a mechanism for internationalising their education
offer, creating opportunities for students to join a global academic and business
community. They see EMI as a way of rapidly increasing international mobility. Some
see EMI as a way to build the English language capacity of their home country and

ensure that their home students can compete in a world market.

Similar reasons for offering EMI programmes are stated in Wachter and Maiworm’s
studies (Maiworm & Wachter, 2002; Waichter & Maiworm, 2008, 2014). In all three studies,
the primary motive for the introduction of EMI programmes is the attraction of foreign
students, and the second reason is preparing domestic students for the global/international
labour market. The third reason often mentioned in their studies is the enhancement of the
international profile of the institution.

According to The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(2015), the number of international students on a global level increased from 2.8 million
students in 2005 to 4.1 million in 2013. It is stated that this increasing mobility, especially at
the doctoral level, “is perhaps one of the most important trends of recent times” (The United

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2015: 34).
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Figure 2
Long-term growth of tertiary-level international students worldwide, 1975-2013 (The United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2015: 34)

Figure 1.4: Long-term growth of tertiary-level international students worldwide, 1975-2013
0.8m ... 1.1m ... 1.7m 2.8m 4.1m
1975
1985
1995

2005

2013

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, June 2015

According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, which provides data on
international student mobility in tertiary education, the number of internationally mobile
tertiary students studying abroad at the global level was 6,859,426 in 2022 (UNESCO
Institute for Statistics, 2024).

Knight (2005: 9) underlines the rise in student mobility, which “increases the need to
develop greater intercultural understanding and communication skills”. In Europe, the
Bologna Declaration, brought by the European Ministers of Education in 1999 and built on
the Sorbonne Declaration from 1998, emphasises the creation of the European higher
education area, stressing that “higher education and research systems (need to) continuously
adapt to changing needs, society’s demands and advances in scientific knowledge” (The
European Higher Education Area, 1999: 2). The Declaration promotes the mobility of
students, teachers, researchers and administrative staff, as well as “the necessary European
dimensions in higher education, particularly with regards to curricular development,
interinstitutional co-operation, mobility schemes and integrated programmes of study, training

and research” (The European Higher Education Area, 1999: 4). Although the Declaration
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does not specifically mention any language which should be used as universal, Bamond
Lozano and Strotmann (2015) explain that, when choosing the country of study, the language
of instruction is one of the most important factors for students. Consequently, higher
education institutions from non-English speaking countries have responded to this demand by
offering study programmes in English. Block (2021: 4) believes that “internationalisation
inevitably means Englishisation”. Wilkinson and Gabriéls (2021: 14) define Englishisation as
“the process in which the English language is increasingly gaining ground in domains where
another language was previously used”, which is in line with Altbach (2007: 3608), who
describes the domination of the English language and its presence in different contexts,
stating that it is “the main international academic language”, which became “a key means of
internationalising, competing and becoming ‘word class’”. A crucial aspect of the
Englishisation of higher education institutions, according to Block (2021), is English-medium
instruction. Likewise, Macaro and Akincioglu (2018: 256) note that “EMI is inextricably
linked to the establishment of English as an international language of communication
resulting in greater student mobility across countries (a phenomenon referred to as
‘internationalisation’) leading to the need for the Medium of Instruction (MOI) to be
English”. Bolton et al. (2024) also note that EMI became more prominent in Europe after the
publication of the Bologna declaration and the formation of international rankings for
universities in the early 2000s.

Hultgren and Wilkinson (2022), however, argue that higher education governance
reforms are the actual drivers of the emergence of EMI. They describe the case of a university
in the Netherlands (see the introduction of this chapter) and explain that governance reforms
in the Netherlands led to a greater autonomy of higher education institutions and that the
introduction of an English-taught programme at this university was triggered by political
reasons. It was concluded that the number of Dutch students enrolled in the programme was
insufficient and that the programme would be offered in English in order to attract students
from neighbouring countries. In his interview with the authors, Jo Ritzen, the former Dutch
Minister of Education, says that “the Netherlands has one of the most autonomous university
systems that contributed to the Dutch taking a lead in the use of English in universities”

(Hultgren & Wilkinson, 2022: 54).
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2.2. Benefits and challenges of EMI

EMI is regarded to offer many benefits. As for universities, it is believed that EMI
enhances internationalisation (Dearden, 2014; Galloway et al., 2017; Drljata Margi¢ &
Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017), attracts international students (Galloway et al., 2017; Richards &
Pun, 2023), increases university rankings and prestige (Bolton et. al, 2024; Richards & Pun,
2023; Wilkinson, 2013), and promotes the competitiveness of universities (Galloway et al.,
2017; Richards & Pun, 2023; Wilkinson, 2013). The greatest perceived benefit for students
attending EMI programmes is the improvement of their English language skills, that is, the
development of their English language proficiency due to the parallel acquisition of content
and language (Dearden, 2018; Drljaca Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017; Galloway et al.,
2017; Richards & Pun, 2023; Tatzl, 2011; Wilkinson, 2013). It is believed that students
acquire the language incidentally due to studying in English (Dearden, 2018), that is, that the
language is acquired due to everyday exposure (Rogier, 2012). Students are also believed to
develop greater intercultural awareness due to studying in English (Galloway et al., 2017,
Richards & Pun, 2023). Another perceived benefit refers to students’ enhanced career
opportunities, which is linked to the improvement of their English language skills (Drljaca
Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017; Galloway et al., 2017; Kym & Kym, 2014; Tatzl,
2011). As for teachers, EMI “creates jobs” (Galloway et al., 2017: 6) and provides more
employment opportunities. It is also believed that EMI can lead to teachers’ professional
improvement and improved teaching competences, as well as their “international visibility
and recognition” (Drljaca Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017: 14).

However, despite the many benefits of EMI, there are also numerous challenges. Some
of the greatest challenges are issues related to language, such as limited English language
knowledge for both students and teachers, domain loss and specific challenges related to
communication in English in students’ respective fields of study (cf. Cicillini, 2021; Drljaca
Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017; Galloway et al., 2017; Wilkinson, 2013). Students may
not be well prepared for EMI (Drljaca Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017; Hu et al., 2014;
Huang, 2015), and studying in a foreign language can have a negative effect on content
learning (Galloway et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2014: Wilkinson, 2013). Additionally, studying in
English is considered to have a negative impact on the use and status of the native language
(Galloway et al., 2017; Phillipson, 2015; Wilkinson, 2013). The findings of several studies
also point to increased student workload (Aizawa et al. 2023; Ath & Ozal, 2017; Byun et al.,
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2011; Drljaca Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017; Kim & Yoon, 2018; Kirkgdz, 2014;
Moratinos-Johnston et al., 2019; Tatzl, 2011). Similar concerns are expressed when it comes
to teachers. It is considered that an insufficient development of their English language skills
can have a negative impact on teaching (Drljaca Margi¢ & Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017) and
that there should be adequate support for both teachers and students (Galloway et al., 2017).
What is also found somewhat challenging is what kind of English should be used in EMI.
Jenkins (2019) emphasises that the English used in EMI is not native or native-like, but
English as a lingua franca (ELF). She criticises the assumption that in university settings
English should be a native variety, and states that EMI settings are essentially ELF settings,
and that the E in EMI should be defined as English as a lingua franca in academic settings. In
a similar vein, Kirkpatrick (2014) notes that EMI programmes based on a native speaker
model ignore the fact that nowadays “English is no longer the exclusive possession of native
speakers” (Kirkpatrick, 2014: 9) and that there is a great number of multilinguals, who have
learned English, but it is not their mother tongue. Dearden (2014) and Macaro et al. (2018)
point out that a consensus is needed regarding the kind of English that should be used in EMI
settings.

This chapter has depicted the expansion of EMI worldwide, presented the driving
forces that lie behind the introduction of English-taught programmes, and described the
benefits and challenges of EMI in general. The next chapter presents a review of relevant
literature. Research on EMI students’ English language proficiency will be described, as well
as research on EMI students’ motivation and reasons to enrol in English-taught study
programmes, their expectations of EMI, the language challenges they experience due to
studying in English, their coping strategies as well as views on the importance of language

support obtained from the research.
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3. Literature review

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the most relevant findings from
literature, which will serve as theoretical support to the findings presented in this thesis. The
chapter is divided into two subchapters. Subchapter 3.1. is an overview of literature on EMI
students’ English language proficiency, while subchapter 3.2. presents research related to
EMI students’ motivation and reasons for enrolment in EMI, their language-related
expectations of EMI, their views on language challenges experienced due to studying in
English and the coping strategies they employ during their studies. Finally, the subchapter

conveys views on the importance of language support obtained from the research.

3.1. EMI students’ English language proficiency

As explained in subchapter 1.1., not many studies look into the progress of EMI
students’ English language skills, and existing studies have inconsistent findings. Cicillini
(2021) conducted a longitudinal study investigating the improvement in EMI students’
English language proficiency during two academic years, with a focus on students’ receptive
skills. For the purposes of data collection, the author of the study designed three
questionnaires and two language tests. The results of the language tests point to a statistically
significant improvement in students’ reading skills. Although their general final mean scores
were increased, there was a decrease in the development of their listening skills. This is thus
partially in line with the qualitative data collected via questionnaires, where students self-
assessed the development of their receptive skills and believed that both their reading and
listening skills had improved throughout their course of study. The author concludes that the
development of students’ reading skills was incidental and explains that students “did not put
much effort in it, except for their personal habits which included watching movies, listening
to podcasts and reading books in English” (Cicillini, 2021: 238). It is also worth mentioning
that the students had language support, that is, an ESP course in their first year, although they
found it too short. Cosgun and Hasirc1 (2017) also carried out a longitudinal study in which
they examined EMI students’ English language skills at the beginning of their studies and
their level of English after four to eight semesters at university. Data were collected by means
of the institution’s proficiency exam, the aim of which is to test students’ general proficiency,

that is, their reading, writing and listening skills for academic purposes. The findings reveal
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that students’ general proficiency improved, as well as their reading and listening skills. All
improvements were proven to be statistically significant. Writing scores, on the other hand,
decreased. In addition, most of the students (62%) who participated in the study perceived
that their general English language proficiency had improved throughout their course of
study, with more than 70% of participants believing in the improvement of their reading and
listening skills, and 53.8% feeling that their writing skills had improved. Li (2017) looked
into whether the students who attended an EMI course in a social science major were able to
improve their content knowledge and their English language proficiency. The author
measured students’ English vocabulary range, morphological awareness and reading
comprehension by using a standardised test for vocabulary and reading comprehension and a
test previously introduced in the literature to measure students’ morphological awareness.
Students were tested at the beginning and the end of the semester, and the differences between
the test results were significant in all three categories. Students also perceived that their
English language skills had improved due to studying in English. Conversely, they were not
as satisfied with the acquisition of the content, which they explained was due to language
challenges. The author, however, emphasises that there was no comparison (non-EMI) group
and that therefore “a strong conclusion that the EMI program improved the students’ English
proficiency cannot be made” (Li, 2017: 158). Rogier (2012) conducted a longitudinal study
with the aim of examining EMI students’ English language skills after four years of studying
in English. She used the IELTS exam and found that all four English language skills
(speaking, listening, reading and writing) were improved and that all the improvements were
statistically significant, with the greatest progress in the area of speaking. Vidal and Jarvis
(2020) investigated the impact of EMI on students’ English language proficiency, essay
quality and lexical diversity. The Oxford Placement Test was used to measure students’
language proficiency, and participants were asked to write an essay, which was used for
assessing essay quality and lexical diversity. The findings point to an increase in students’
English language proficiency (students advanced from B2 to C1 level from their first to their
third year of study). However, the lexical diversity of third-year students’ essays was not
greater than that of first-year students. The authors explain that this might be due to exposure
to “the academic and technical vocabulary of their field of study rather than to the more
general type of vocabulary appropriate for responding to the essay prompt used in the present

study” (Vidal & Jarvis, 2020: 13). As for essay quality, there was a significant, albeit slight,

17



difference. Yuksel et al. (2023) inquired into whether there was an increase in EMI students’
English language skills after four years of EMI. A general English language proficiency test,
which was an adjusted version of the Cambridge Preliminary English Test, was used in order
to assess students’ language skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking). The data indicate
a statistically significant increase in students’ general English language proficiency after four
years of EML.

Regarding the studies including a comparison group, Ament and Pérez Vidal (2015)
analysed the English language proficiency of two groups of students: an immersion group,
where the students were taught entirely through EMI, and a semi-immersion group, where the
students had 18 to 41% of EMI courses. The students were tested at the beginning and the end
of one academic year. In addition to an online questionnaire, the students were asked to
complete three tests: listening comprehension, a cloze test and a sentence manipulation task.
The findings point to similar mean gains for both groups of students. Although both groups
showed improvements in all tests except for the listening comprehension, the results were
statistically significant only for the semi-immersion group. Lei and Hu (2014) compared the
English language proficiency of students attending English-medium (EM) and Chinese-
medium (CM) programmes. At the end of their freshman year, students took the College
English Test Band 4, and at the end of their sophomore year, they took the College English
Test Band 6. The authors conclude that “the EM students did not outperform their CM peers
on CET 6 after receiving EMI for one year” and that the “EM program was not effective in

improving students’ English proficiency” (Lei & Hu, 2014: 118).

3.2. EMI students’ motivation, expectations, views and perceptions

This subchapter gives an overview of literature concerning EMI students’ reasons and
motivation for enrolment in an EMI study programme, their language-related expectations,
the language challenges they experience due to studying in English and their coping

strategies, as well as views on the importance of language support obtained from the research.

3.2.1. Motivation and reasons for enrolment in EMI

When it comes to EMI students’ motivation for enrolment in EMI, several authors

describe their high(er) motivation. For instance, Chen and Kraklow (2015: 59) explain that
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“students with relatively high English proficiency may be more highly motivated to join
programs that offer opportunity to interact using English. In turn, the EMI environment
further enhances students’ motivation to become more proficient with English to achieve
academic success”. The authors believe that the fact that EMI students choose an EMI
programme is already a sign of higher motivation in comparison to non-EMI students. Rose et
al. (2020: 13) explain that “more motivated students may self-select to take part in content
study in English, and this motivation may play a role in their success”. Similarly, Turhan and
Kirkgoz (2018) conducted a study among students from four different generations and found
that first-year students had the highest motivation for EMI, although the differences among
groups were not statistically significant.

Regarding students’ reasons for enrolment in EMI, as reported in extant literature, two
main reasons are to continue their education abroad and to boost their career prospects (Chen
& Kraklow, 2015; Cicillini, 2021; Collins, 2010; Drljaca Margi¢, 2021; Drljaéa Margi¢ &
Vodopija Krstanovié, 2017; Drljaa Margi¢ & Zezeli¢, 2015; Ekog, 2020; Fernandez-
Costales, 2017; Fidan Ugar & Sorug, 2018; Hu et al., 2014; Iwaniec & Wang, 2022; Jiang &
Zhang, 2019; Kim & Yoon, 2018; Kirkgdz, 2005; Kirkgoz, 2014; Kuchah, 2016; Sahan &
Sahan, 2024). Another important reason for being involved in EMI is the enhancement of
students’ English language skills (Cicillini, 2021; Drljaca Margi¢, 2021; Drljaca Margi¢ &
Vodopija Krstanovi¢, 2017; Drljaca Margi¢ & Zezeli¢, 2015; Fernandez-Costales, 2017;
Fidan Ugar & Sorug, 2018; Huang, 2015; Iwaniec & Wang, 2022; Kim & Yoon, 2018;
Kirkgoz, 2014; Macaro & Akincioglu, 2018; Pun et al., 2022; Sahan & Sahan, 2024; Turhan
& Kirkgodz, 2018), which is a crucial prerequisite for the first reason. Advanced English
language skills are believed to contribute to easier access to the scientific field of students’
interests (Fidan Ucgar & Sorug, 2018; Huang, 2015; Kirkgodz, 2005; Sahan & Sahan, 2024). In
addition, studying in English enables communication with international students and people
from different cultures (Cicillini, 2021; Iwaniec & Wang, 2022). Some authors report that
their participants believe it is more prestigious to study in English (Lueg & Lueg, 2015; Sahan
& Sahan, 2024; Wilkinson, 2013; Wilkinson & Gabriéls, 2022.). Lueg and Lueg (2015) and
Wilkinson and Gabri€ls (2022) note that students from high (elite) society are more likely to
enrol in an English-taught study programme and perceive the benefits of EMI in terms of their

future career development. Similarly, Sahan and Sahan (2024) and Wilkinson (2013) describe
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the beliefs of students who perceive studying in English as a passport to the elite due to the

fact that they will be able to develop international careers and act globally.

3.2.2. Expectations of EMI

Students who decide to study in English often have certain language-related
expectations. Thus, the participants in Muttaqin and Chuang’s study (2022) expect the
improvement in their English language skills due to attending an EMI programme. They
anticipate increased interactivity during classes and an increased usage of the English
language both inside and outside class. Additionally, they expect the EMI programme to
prepare them to continue their studies or start their careers abroad. In Rose et al.’s study
(2020), the participants expect to improve their English language skills, as well as increase
their content knowledge, which would eventually enable them to start their careers abroad. In
a study conducted by Yang (2017), 75.5% of students expect to improve their business
English language, 42.9% their academic English competences and 46.9% their general
English language. In addition to that, regarding the development of their language skills, the
greatest number of students (75.5%) expects to develop their listening skills the most. Cicillini
(2021) examined the expectations of students at the beginning and the end of their first year of
study. At the beginning, around 60% of students expected their English to improve due to
studying in English. They also expected their content teachers to have a high command of
English. The findings of the study suggest that their expectations, especially considering their
teachers’ English language proficiency, were not fully met. Similarly, Barrios et al. (2016)
note that participants in their study decided to attend English-taught courses due to their
expectations of improving their level of English and enhancing their career opportunities.
However, at the end of that academic year, they explained that their expectations had not been
fulfilled. In particular, they criticised a certain teacher’s English language knowledge as
unsatisfactory, and expressed the opinion that not enough English was used during classes
(the teacher often used their mother tongue). Li (2017) also reports on high expectations of
students concerning the teacher’s English language knowledge. Lei and Hu (2014) explain
that the general expectations regarding EMI are the development of students’ English, and
increased interest in the English language. However, the students participating in their study
state that, in their case, those expectations were not fulfilled. They find the discipline-specific

content challenging, and believe that both students and teachers have limited English
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language knowledge, which hampers further development of students’ language skills. These
findings might be in line with Delicado-Puerto et al. (2022), who warn that students’

expectations are often unrealistic.

3.2.3. Perspectives on language challenges in EMI

Although EMI is considered to provide many benefits, there are numerous studies
reporting on challenges experienced by students due to studying in a foreign language. The
findings of some studies reveal that students feel that greater English language proficiency is
necessary for tackling their studies successfully (Aizawa et al., 2023; Byun et al., 2011;
Collins, 2010: Kim et al., 2016). In a similar vein, students participating in a study conducted
by Ekoc¢ (2020) explain that language-related challenges stem from the low English language
proficiency of both teachers and students. Hence, they hold that learning in a foreign language
i1s more demanding than learning in their native language. Similar students’ perceptions were
also noted by Kim and Yoon (2018). Likewise, the students in Collins’ study (2010) believe
they would be more successful if they studied in their mother tongue. Kim et al. (2016)
compared the students attending English-taught and Korean-taught classes and explained that
those respondents who opted for Korean-medium instruction did so primarily due to language
concerns, that is, they felt more comfortable using Korean.

Several studies report on challenges regarding the understanding and acquisition of
discipline-specific vocabulary (Kirkgdz, 2014; Kym & Kym, 2014; Pun et al., 2022; Rose et
al., 2020). Hu et al. (2014: 34) mention “reduced content learning” due to language
challenges. Students from Fidan Ucar and Sorug¢’s study (2018) note challenges with
understanding lectures, leading to surface memorisation. Additionally, they explain that
studying in a foreign language is more time-consuming and that they have problems with
expressing themselves well in class. Similar observations were made by Drljata Margi¢ and
Vodopija-Krstanovi¢ (2017), who additionally quote students’ comments regarding a lack of
familiarity with discipline-specific vocabulary in students’ native language. Alhassan et al.
(2021) describe several challenges reported by students enrolled in an EMI programme.
Students had difficulties adapting to EMI and expressed their belief that a lack of business
background led to weaker academic performance. In addition, students reported

communication and comprehension issues, emphasising problems with spoken production,
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writing and listening. Hu and Lei (2014) note that the students involved in their study tended

to avoid discussions during classes due to lower English language proficiency levels.

3.2.4. Coping strategies

Several studies report on the fact that EMI students employ different strategies which
help them cope with the language challenges and difficulties they experience due to studying
in English. One of the most prominent coping strategies seems to be the use of the mother
tongue and translanguaging (Alhassan et al., 2021; Ali, 2020; Cicillini, 2021; Fang & Hu,
2022; Hu & Lei, 2014; Hu et al., 2014; Jiang et al., 2016; Muttaqin & Chuang, 2022; Pun et
al., 2022; Yang et al., 2019), which leads to a better understanding of the content (Ali, 2020;
Hu & Lei, 2014; Hu et al., 2014). Mother tongue is often used in teacher-student interactions,
but also among students (Ali, 2020; Cicillini, 2021). In addition to this, websites, online
applications and dictionaries are also used for translating unknown discipline-specific
terminology (Ali, 2020; Jiang & Zhang, 2019; Muttaqin & Chuang, 2022; Wilang, 2022). Hu
et al. (2014) and Yang et al. (2019) maintain that students resort to textbooks written in their
mother tongue in order to “make sense of the EMI lectures” (Hu et al., 2014: 35), particularly
at the beginning of their studies. Several authors argue that these coping strategies are
employed due to limited language support provided to students studying in English (Fang &
Hu, 2022; Muttaqin & Chuang, 2022). Ali (2020: 371) also mentions “peer, group and family
support” and describes the experiences of students whose friends and family members helped
them with study-related assignments. Similar observations were made by Moratinos-Johnston
et al. (2019) and Wilang (2022), who describe students helping each other. Additional
(private) English language classes are also mentioned as a coping strategy (Ali, 2020;
Muttaqin & Chuang, 2022), as well as reading the materials in preparation for classes (Ali,
2020; Hu & Lei, 2014; Hu et al., 2014; Jiang & Zhang, 2019; Moratinos-Johnston et al., 2019;
Wilang, 2022; Yang et al., 2019).

3.2.5. The importance of language support

As explained in the second chapter of this thesis, although EMI students’ language
progress is expected as a result of studying in English, language support is not (always)

integrated in EMI. Language challenges seem to be “major barriers to successful
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implementation of EMI” (Galloway & Rose, 2021: 35). Therefore, researchers in the field of
EMI increasingly warn of the need for and benefits of language support for EMI students.
Aizawa (2024), Alhassan et al. (2021), Arn6-Macia et al. (2020), Barrios et al. (2016),
Cosgun and Hasirct (2017), Costa and Mastellotto (2022), Galloway and Rueg (2020), Kym
and Kym (2014), Rose et al. (2023), Sahan and Sahan (2024) and Wilang (2022) believe that
language support in EMI is necessary in order to enhance EMI students’ English language
knowledge, enabling greater development of their academic English language skills and easier
acquisition of content in English. Moreover, Alhassan et al. (2021), Rose et al. (2023) and
Sahan and Sahan (2024) advocate the provision of English classes prior to enrolling in an
English-taught study programme, in order to prepare students for EMI. In a study conducted
by Barrios et al. (2016), students were asked about the type of language support that should be
provided to EMI students. They revealed a need for both language assistants and English
language courses, which would be offered as part of the study programme. One student from a
study conducted by Huang (2015: 76) suggested the introduction of “bilingual English for
Specific Purposes (ESP) vocabulary”, which would enhance the understanding of content.
Costa and Mastellotto (2022) describe experiences of students who took an ESP course as part
of an EMI programme. They found that all students participating in their study were of the
opinion that the ESP course contributed to the development of their English language
knowledge, which was consequently helpful in their EMI courses.

Additionally, Alhassan et al. (2021), Costa (2012), Galloway and Rose (2021),
Lasagabaster (2018), Wilang (2022) and Zappa-Hollman and Duff (2019) call for the
cooperation of language and content teachers to assist each other in terms of improving the
students’ study experience and encouraging their acquisition of both language and content.
Moreover, Galloway and Rose (2021: 40) explain that language teachers should be positioned
“more centrally within the university where they can offer support to both students and staff”.
Collins (2010: 107) recounts a talk with a European Council consultant who “recommended
that special text be prepared for English medium educational programs, or for any other
language programs being used in a non-native environment. It should integrate subject matter,
English text, and native language supplemental explanations”. In other words, the texts used
in class and originally written in American/British English should be adjusted to students’
needs and support the de