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English-medium instruction in European higher education:

Review and future research

The purpose of this volume has been to give an account of the status of
English as a medium of instruction in various political, geographical and ideological
contexts: Northern, Southern, Eastern, Western and Central Europe, regions at different
stages of EMI implementation. It is our hope that the preceding chapters have given
comparative insights into some of the discussions and issues associated with EMI in
European higher education. While contributors have investigated a diverse set of
empirical, pedagogical and political issues, many issues remain to be addressed in more
detail. In these final few pages of the volume, we briefly review some of the main issues
that have arisen in the preceding chapters as well as in the broader EMI literature and

propose further directions in methodological approaches, areas, and scopes.

We believe the field would benefit from a broader range of research designs
and methodological approaches. A favoured methodology both in the chapters of this
volume (see Chapters 2-5) as well as in the wider EMI literature from its early days are
attitudinal studies based on questionnaires and interviews (e.g. Lehtonen & Lonnfors
2003; Jensen et al. 2009; Tange 2010; Vinke 1995). Such studies unveil a complex range
of attitudes — positive as well as negative — towards the policy and practice of EMI. Many
point to the challenges of teaching and learning in an additional language and express
concerns over a possible decrease in importance of the local language. Others highlight
the benefits of EMI such as international collaboration, improved English language
proficiency and heightened job prospects for graduates (Wilkinson 2005; Hellekjeer 2007;
Tange 2008; Airey 2013; Kling 2013; Griffiths 2013; Margi¢ and Vodopija-Krstanovi¢
Chapter 2; Girtler and Kronewald Chapter 4; Arkin and Osam Chapter 8; Kling Chapter 9;
Pulcini and Campagna Chapter 3; Santulli Chapter 12). Such attitudinal studies, whether
primarily focused on students or teachers (which is more often the case), are important in
exploratory research and have helped us gather baseline data about the EMI situation.

However, it might be time for the field to move towards more in-depth ethnographic and



observational studies to help us gain insights into the complexity of teaching and learning
practices. Thus, where surveys and interviews yield insights into attitudes and ideologies
about EMI, they do not necessarily say anything about how EMI is actually enacted,
negotiated and reacted to in the observed practices on the ground (for a discussion about
the ideologies and practices of Englishization of Nordic academic, see, e.g. Hultgren et al.
2014).

Ethnographic methods might allow for a wider range of data types to be
investigated, e.g. teaching and assessment materials, electronic and print materials, and
institutional documents with relevance for teaching and learning, e.g. curricula, syllabi,
course descriptions, reading lists, minutes from meetings, memos, etc.), all of which
contribute to learning and teaching. In other words, ethnographies might be better able to
reflect the fact that learning and the teaching in this day and age take place across a wide
spectrum of modes and media — not only, perhaps not even first and foremost — through
the spoken interaction that takes place between the teacher and the student. One of the
few ethnographic studies to date is Smit (2010), where long-term observation of
participants in a tertiary level Hotel Management programme provided detailed information
about the very collaborative nature of the interactions among students (see also
Soderlundh 2014). The study also pointed to the importance of including the local

language in considerations of the EMI context.

In a similar manner, observational studies can reveal how teaching the same
content in an L1 and L2 differs e.g. a slower, more formal delivery in L2 (Airey Chapter 7,
Thggersen and Airey 2011). Arkin and Osam (see Chapter 8) present findings from case
studies and analyses of teacher talk and student comprehension levels, emphasizing the
challenges both students and teachers experience in EMI contexts (e.g. reduced amount
of information in L2 lectures, low level of classroom interaction, low level of lecture
comprehension). Findings in both this and Airey’s studies are supported by similar, small
case study research which also suggests that learning and teaching in an L2 may be
different from that in an L1 (Klaassen 2001; Thaggersen and Airey 2010; Westbrook and
Henriksen 2011; Kling and Steehr 2011). However, documenting that EMI actually leads to
a lower learning outcome is inordinately difficult, given the myriad of factors that contribute
to successful learning, and no study has been able to firmly document that the learning

outcome will be lower in English-medium than in national language instruction. Moreover,



although evidence suggests that students with English as an additional language perceive
following instruction in English as a problem (Airey 2006, 2009; Hellekjser 2009; van der
Walt and Kidd 2013), this ability can improve over time as students adopt different learning
strategies (e.g. reading assigned material before class, focusing on lecture rather than
taking notes, asking informal questions after class) (Klassen 2001; Airey 2010). As Jenkins
reminds us (2014), many stakeholders still view EMI through a deficit lens, considering, for
example, code-switching and non-native accents as axiomatically problematic, much like
the case in academic writing (see, e.g. Flowerdew 2008; Lillis and Curry 2010; Turner
2011).

The research span of most EMI studies has been quite narrow and embedded
in particular national or university environments, so the field could be enhanced by cross-
national, contrastive studies. One of the most remarkable facts about EMI is that, though
striving towards internationalization, it is almost entirely a purely national endeavour, not
only in terms of discussions of implementation, policies and attitudes (for example to the
risk of domain loss), but certainly in terms of the research that has tried to cast light on
these issues. The increased cultural and linguistic diversity stemming from the growing
number of international students is often acknowledged, and even highlighted, in the
research literature. Yet, EMI research has not, as of yet, addressed this diversity through
application of research projects that transcend national and cultural boundaries to examine
the extent to which results from one cultural and linguistic setting generalize to other
settings. For example, given the potential differences among countries in terms of
instructional approaches, student and teacher relationships, as well as teacher and
student proficiency levels, it is difficult to determine whether the Airey’s recommendations
in Chapter 7, based on analyses of the behaviour of students in Sweden, are equally valid
for students in Italy or Spain. Research should help us articulate the variation of cultural
and educational expectations of students and teachers with different backgrounds, as well
as understand the impact of the fluid conceptualizations of English proficiency levels on

the success of EMI.

Whilst teaching and learning has thus far probably received the most attention
in research on EMI, research into policies is also beginning to take shape (Lasagabaster
Chapter 5; Soler-Carbonell Chapter 11; Jenkins 2014; Hultgren 2014). Policy research

situates EMI in a wider socio-political context and can help expose hidden ideologies and



social disadvantage of the type Phillipson (Chapter 1) importantly reminds us of. One
aspect of policy research is which English language norms are appropriate and relevant in
an EMI context (McCambridge and Saarinen Chapter 13). Findings suggest that, at least
for now, native Englishes from the traditionally norm-providing inner-circle countries
remain normative at international universities (Jenkins 2014; Kuteeva 2014). Amongst
teachers and students, the native-speaker norm continues to be preferable to non-native
variations, though some preferences for non-native varieties are emerging. However, the
relationship between the English norms and students’ and teachers’ personal and
professional identities needs further exploration. At least one study has shown that
students’ perceptions of their EMI lecturers’ overall professional competence are
influenced by their perceptions of the lecturers’ proficiency in English (Jensen et al. 2013).
But the results from this study also suggested that students may be less concerned about
correctness according to a native norm than English language professionals (Jensen
2013b), which matches Jenkins’ assertion that “ELF speakers [...] prioritise communicative
effectiveness over narrow predetermined notions of ‘correctness™ (2011: 928). It also
supports ideas that identity in the internationalized university cannot be simplistically
inferred. Writing about the linguistic and cultural diversity in British universities, Preece and
Martin argue that “there is a mismatch between the monolingual ethos and the ideology of
English-medium tertiary education and the needs and identities of multilingual students”
(2010: 3). ELF speakers are generally believed to have a more utilitarian perspective on
English than people who identify as learners of English, which can have an effect not only
on attitudes towards English but, as a result, also on the language use of students in an
ELF environment such as EMI in the international university. One particular area of interest
might be comparing students in the natural sciences with students from the arts of social
sciences, based on the observation by Kuteeva & Airey (2014), that natural scientists have
more utilitarian attitudes to the use of English as a lingua franca than scholars from other
academic disciplines. We might therefore expect natural scientists to be front-runners in a

process towards less native-oriented norms of English in EMI.

Finally, the chapters by Ingvarsdéttir and Arnbjérnsdéttir (Chapter 6) and
Hellekjeer and Hellekjeer (Chapter 10) raise issues that relate to pre- and post-tertiary level
of education, i.e. how well secondary education prepares students for EMI and the extent

to which EMI prepares them for the labour market. Although English language proficiency



has been found to represent one of the major factors affecting EMI success, research on
the relationship between high-school English instruction and students’ preparedness for
EMI has received relatively little attention and could be a future avenue of research. Lack
of attention has equally been noted in research investigating to what degree university EMI
programs meet the needs of the local and international labour markets although the main
goal of EMI is to prepare students for a career in todays’ globalized world Thus, future
research might usefully widen the lens to focus on the interface between tertiary level
education and what comes before and after it, i.e. secondary education and the labour

market.

In this volume and in the wider literature, it is clear that most research to date
has focused on how teaching and learning takes place in an EMI context. Favoured
methodologies have included interviews and questionnaires. We have suggested that the
time may now be ripe for extending the scope and methods employed in the field to
include also studies into language policies, ethnographic studies and studies which focus
on the interface between tertiary-level education and what comes before and after. EMI is
a complex field of study which intersects with a many disciplines from applied linguistics,
sociolinguistics, education, ELT, language policy, to mention just a few, and input is
needed from all these disciplines if we are to gain a comprehensive understanding of the

causes and consequences of EMI in European universities.
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