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ABSTRACT 

With higher education being more internationalized, both English medium 

instruction (EMI) and transnational universities have been the outcomes in the 

current tertiary education in China. Previous studies, however, have indicated that 

EMI practice was not always successful, and perceptions from EMI stakeholders 

varied. Informed by Spolsky’s (2004, 2009) language policy and Gal’s (2009) 

language ideology frameworks, this year-long study investigated the university 

teachers’ perceptions towards a transnational university and its students, EMI 

practices, and language policy and language support at a Sino-UK transnational 

EMI university in mainland China. In order to gain a deeper insight into the 

perceptions of the EMI university teachers in the focal university, the research 

adopted a case study approach consisting of multiple methods, namely 

observations, individual interviews, and document analysis. Through data 

triangulation, a more comprehensive understanding of the issue under study was 

provided.  

The findings of perceptions from EMI university teachers have shown that 

there was a complex interplay of the three-pronged components in Spolsky’s 

language policy theoretical framework in terms of language practices, language 

beliefs/ideology, and language management. As transnational universities strive to 

be more internationalized, EMI was perceived by the participating teachers as a 

crucial element in teaching, learning and research. Thus, EMI was particularly 



 

iii 

 

emphasized and widely practiced, reflecting the university’s aim to 

internationalize its education. On the other hand, the hardship that the teachers 

experienced suggested that EMI practices were not without problems. In order to 

overcome the difficulty in teaching through English, teachers adopted various 

means to enhance teaching and learning, and these teaching strategies were unique 

in the EMI classes, echoed with distinctive characteristics of the focal 

transnational university.  

Although the study witnessed the overt and official efforts to manage the 

implementation in its EMI practices, including language policy and language 

support, the findings indicate these measures did not always achieve their 

intended targets. For instance, the restrictive nature of mandated EMI language 

policy did not take the teaching practicality issue into consideration. After all, it 

was unwise to deny the pedagogical role of first language (L1) that facilitated 

teaching and learning in the EMI classes. Findings also reveal that both the 

university teachers and their students did not receive sufficient language support 

to complete their instruction and coursework in the senior years respectively. 

More specifically, there were a large number of second language (L2) content 

teachers who lacked the linguistic proficiency to successfully deliver EMI classes 

and, thus, language support should be promoted for them in the hope of enhancing 

the effectiveness of English instruction. Finally, the study suggested that further 

fine-tuning of the language policy as well as the adjustments of language support 

should be made more contextually feasible. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Higher education (HE) has seen an unprecedented rise in the use of English 

as a medium of instruction (EMI) due to the globalization, the internationalization 

and marketization of universities (Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013; Hu, 2019; 

Hu & Lei, 2014; Jenkins, 2014). Knight (2008) believed that the number of 

English medium programs indicated a constant upward trend, since EMI acts as 

an inherent part to internationalize HE and EMI was the clear indicator of 

internationalization (Baker & Hutter, 2016). Such phenomena were frequently 

witnessed in many European countries and now, in traditionally non-English 

speaking territories, especially in East Asian countries (Kirkpatrick, 2011). It 

occurred in European, North American and Asia-Pacific HE sectors, and now, 

China is also no exception. Since the past two decades, development in Chinese 

HE has been accelerated in various aspects, but the most prominent advancement 

was the beginning of EMI degree programs in many Chinese universities. Along 

with all the benefits that EMI could bring (Karakas, 2016) and distinctive driving 

forces in the Asian-Pacific context (Walkingshaw, Fenton-Smith, & Humphreys, 

2017), it has evidenced that the increased international cooperation between the 

Western and Chinese HE institutions became increasingly intense in terms of 

promoting EMI to a considerable extent. As Ennew and Yang (2009) put, the 

rationale for the popularity of EMI was to cultivate qualified university graduates 
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who possessed both disciplinary knowledge and English proficiency, in the face of 

a current knowledge-based global market. Thus, it seems that the 

internationalization of HE in China has transformed the current system into one of 

the most influential ones around the world (Yang, 2014). 

As a direct result, EMI has spread over the tertiary level in China. Initially, a 

few elite Chinese universities started to offer some degree programs in English as 

a trial, one example of which was the international medical EMI degree programs 

provided by Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou (Bolton & Botha, 2015a). 

Moreover, the establishment of transnational EMI universities (also known as 

Sino-foreign universities) enhanced the further development of the 

internationalization of HE in this country. By sustaining the fast-developing 

economy and aiming at globalization, these joint programs and universities “could 

be very helpful both in terms of internationalization of Chinese university 

curricula and their quest for ‘world-class’ status” (Ong & Chan, 2012, p. 152). 

One distinctive feature of these transnational universities was that they adopted 

EMI to reinforce their internationalization element (Fang, 2018). For instance, in 

the review for UK transnational higher education, The Quality Assurance Agency 

pointed out “a key feature of UNNC (The University of Nottingham Ningbo 

China) is that English is the medium of instruction and this is the fundamental to 

the delivery of a British style education” (The Quality Assurance Agency for 

Higher Education, 2012, p. 2). Thus, EMI became the norm in these institutions 

and, at the same time, it was also the main “selling point” for marketing purposes 
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to attract more students, especially from overseas, to increase their international 

competitiveness, as a means of promoting internationalization in these 

transnational universities (Yang, 2014). As Walkingshaw et al. (2017, p. 2) 

suggested, EMI was becoming “a new normal which is nowhere so more often 

seen than higher education sectors in Asia-Pacific region”. 

1.2 Development of Research Ideas and Rationale 

Reflections on personal experience in EMI during my study in one of these 

transnational universities gradually inspired me to design and conduct the current 

study. Prior to studying for an MA degree in applied linguistics at one of these 

transnational universities, I had had no previous EMI experience. Later, my status 

being an L1 Chinese student raised my greatest awareness in such an L2 

environment. For instance, many students paid much higher tuition fees in the 

hope of receiving a native-like education as their peers at their home university in 

the UK, but soon realized all course instructors used different types of Englishes, 

and even those native English speaking (NES) lecturers spoke differently. 

Although I was in an entire EMI circumstance with lecturers coming from all over 

the world, such as Ireland, Mauritius, Singapore, Lebanon and Scotland, I 

frequently encountered with situations where different accents of English 

language were in presence in the EMI classroom, as many of the lecturers were 

actually non-native English speaking (NNES).  
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This initial thought let me to start thinking about the notion of the E in EMI 

which those university teachers adopted in the transnational universities. Macaro 

(2018) proposed similar questions, including a) Who used English, the course 

instructors of the academic subjects or the learners, or both; b) Was it used in the 

communication between the teachers and students or was it just the language for 

teaching the subject knowledge or students’ presentation; and c) Was English the 

only language that was being used in the classroom, lecture room or were there 

any other Englishes or languages being used, notably the language of the majority 

of the population? Bearing these ideas in mind, I believed that enquiries such as 

“what students perceived towards the different varieties of English”; and “what 

influences might these non-standard Englishes bring to the students in these 

transnational university” would need to be answered, reflecting the EMI 

stakeholders’ perceptions towards the use of varieties of Englishes as medium of 

instruction (MOI) in the classroom. 

Furthermore, in these transnational universities, each module consisted of 

lectures, seminars, report presenting and essay writing in English, and if there 

were any exams, the language of assessment was also in English. Despite the 

seemingly well-organized study structure, EMI constantly caused 

misunderstanding and difficulties to me and my fellow Chinese L1 students. 

Shohamy (2012, p. 202) commented:  
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The effectiveness of these programs and the extent to which university students 

reach expected levels of academic knowledge when they are taught via a 

language that many of the students are not fully proficient in is still an open and 

under-researched question. (Shohamy, 2012, p. 202) 

Therefore, regardless of how “promising” the outcomes these EMI programs 

might offer on the surface level, the viewpoints of the effectiveness of EMI from 

stakeholders in these transnational universities remained unknown, providing an 

opportunity for the current study to investigate in the transnational HE contexts. 

As my previous experience was not empirically proven, I decided to identify what 

actually happened to EMI classes as well as teachers’ perspectives of their diverse 

EMI practices within a specific context of a transnational EMI university. 

1.3 Significance of the Research 

This study is significant in several ways. It is the first to understand 

teachers’ perspectives of EMI in an educational setting where language practices 

are different from conventional Chinese universities. There are some Chinese 

universities offering EMI programs, but the context of this study adds to its 

significance because EMI from transnational universities is much more significant 

in terms of the scale or the scope. English is fully adopted for work and study and 

seen in every corner in these transnational universities, while EMI is just in 

limited use for certain degree programs in those Chinese universities. Compared 

to students who are mostly Chinese speakers, targeting the university teachers at 
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the Sino-British transnational university is that they truly represent various 

linguistic backgrounds including the native speakers of English, non-native 

speakers of English and Chinese speakers, and thus their perceptions of EMI 

might be distinctively varied. Nonetheless, although this study does not aim at 

students’ perceptions due to the culturally and linguistically homogeneous 

background, it is still necessary to explore views from those students, making the 

study more insightful for the teaching implications, especially when the two sides 

conflicted with each other. Many transnational universities in China now provide 

almost the same overseas experience to students using EMI at considerable 

expenses, and yet there has been very scarce research specifically on the view of 

the effectiveness, problems, and solutions on EMI in this context. 

It is, therefore, hoped that the study will inform the university policymakers 

with more feasible and appropriate language practices inside the university. These 

implications include consideration of adjusting EMI language policy in the 

transnational universities to a certain extent and the possibility of enhancing EMI 

implementation as well as in the curriculum of English for Academic Purposes 

(EAP). Similarly, by studying individual teachers’ thoughts, I believe that the 

current study will help “form the social setting and contextualize social meanings, 

through language performances that are related to their agency, knowledge and 

various discourses practices” (Baird, 2013, p. 38). In conclusion, if I am able to 

generate in-depth research findings, the current study could inform a wider 

education reform in the medium of instruction policy in mainland China. 
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1.4 Aims and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research was to investigate teachers’ perceptions of EMI 

in the context of a transnational university in China. It investigated the teachers’ 

beliefs on a transnational university and EMI education, EMI practices, and 

language policy and language programs in order to enhance the effectiveness of 

EMI. 

This research attempted to answer the following questions: 

1. How do the teachers consider EMI transnational HE? 

2. What are the teachers’ perceived EMI practices at University X? 

3. What beliefs do the teachers hold towards EMI policy and English 

language support at University X? 

1.5 Structure and Organization of the Thesis 

Following this introductory chapter are six chapters detailing the research. 

The next chapter makes a description of the context where the study took place, 

including definitions for the key terms, such as EMI, transnational university, 

Chinese university, and internationalization in HE which forms the transnational 

universities in China. The third chapter first discusses two major EMI theories that 

can be adopted as the frameworks of the current study and then provides literature 

review related to the research in the field of EMI perceptions from university 

teachers, with an emphasis on the Chinese HE context. The fourth chapter 
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includes the methodology of this study, discussing the research framework, design, 

participant selection criteria, data collection and analysis procedure, and ethics. 

The fifth chapter presents the results while the sixth is an overall discussion of the 

findings. The final chapter concludes the thesis and offers the implications from 

the research, and recommendations for further study. 
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Chapter 2 Context of the Study 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the context in which this study took place. It explains 

some of the major terminologies that are commonly referred to in the literature 

surrounding EMI and transnational universities and how they are related in this 

study. It also briefly traces the rationale behind the internationalization of Chinese 

HE and concludes that transnational universities are one of the outcomes of such 

internationalization in this section. 

2.2 English Medium Instruction (EMI) 

Global universities have long begun offering degree programs through EMI 

(Doiz et al., 2013; Walkingshaw et al., 2017) and, thus, there is a need to revisit 

what EMI means in those academic programs. Previously, there were a few 

attempts to define it. For instance, Zhao and Dixon (2018, p. 1) refer EMI as “an 

instructional practice in which English is used to teach non-language academic 

subjects”, but the “non-language” category is conceptually confusing, considering 

that English linguistics is also a part of the language discipline in which English is 

the medium of instruction in most universities. Besides, Madhavan (2016, p. 1) 

tried to refine the definition of EMI as “the teaching of a subject using the 

medium of the English language, but where there are no explicit language 

learning aims and where English is not the national language”. He distinguished 

EMI from the Content Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), in terms of having 
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no explicit learning aims for language itself, as Zhao and Dixon’s (2018) 

definition was for “a tool for academic study” (Taguchi, 2014, p. 89). In other 

words, English is the language for instruction, and it is not the target subject itself, 

whereas in an EMI environment, English is adopted to teach other subjects or 

contents than the English language itself (Pecorari & Malmstrom, 2018). In 

addition, Hellekjaer (2010, p. 11) explicitly termed EMI as “when non-language 

courses in for instance medicine, physics, or political science are taught in English, 

to students for whom it is a foreign language”. Thus, teaching and learning in EMI 

requires specific English knowledge, which is closely related to the academic 

subjects, so it is highly unlikely to succeed in EMI without high proficiency in 

this language. Based on these definitions, Pecorari and Malmstrom (2018, p. 499) 

characterized and summarized the following four main features of EMI: 

1. English is the language used for instructional purposes. 

2. English is not itself the subject being taught. 

3. Language development is not a primary intended outcome. 

4. For most participants in the setting, English is a second language (L2). 

Besides these features, EMI also aims at internationalizing the university 

level, especially in the Chinese HE context, acting as a vehicle for globalizing 

university education (Han & Singh, 2014). There is a growing number of EMI 

programs delivered in the traditionally non-English speaking countries, such as 
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Japan and China. Although it seems that the definition of EMI is still evolving and 

under refinement (British Council, 2013; Macaro, 2018; Rigg, 2013; Walkingshaw 

et al., 2017), Macaro et al. (2017, p. 4) provided a more satisfactory and 

comprehensive description of EMI: “The use of the English language to teach 

academic subjects (other than English itself) in countries or jurisdictions in which 

the majority of the population’s first language is not English”. Hu (2019) 

acknowledged that this definition was more straightforward comprising of various 

degrees of consideration. The use of English as the instructional medium for an 

individual ranged from full implementation to restricted use, determined by 

multiple factors, such as students’ first language, classroom management, etc. (Hu, 

2008). For instructional programs in EMI, Macaro’s EMI definition referred to 

circumstance where all courses were delivered in various Englishes, partial EMI 

and parallel instructions between English and L1 (Macaro, 2018).  

In the context of the current research, Macaro et al. (2017) precluded the 

EMI definition from any language bridging program (e.g. EAP) in these 

transnational universities, while focusing solely on EMI content courses for 

disciplinary learning at university levels. Also, it took the geographical boundary 

into account where EMI was practiced so it understood the linguistic background 

of EMI stakeholders in HE contexts. In transnational universities, most students 

were L1 Chinese speakers and they used English as a foreign language. Although 

some of the course instructors were seconded from their English-speaking home 

universities, most of them were also non-native English speakers who were 
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recruited from overseas. Successfully reflecting the genuine EMI situation in 

transnational HE education, hence, Macaro et al.’s (2017) definition of EMI was 

considered to be the most appropriate for the current study. 

2.3 Transnational University in China 

In this section, the focus turns to the definition of transnational universities 

in China. Transnational education (TNE) was defined as education where the 

learners are based in a country which is different from the one where the awarding 

universities are located (UNESCO/Council of Europe, 2000). This definition was 

further elaborated as “campuses set up by an institution in another country to 

provide its educational or training programs to foreign students” (Huang, 2003, p. 

214). In terms of transnational higher education (TNHE), many students are now 

able to pursue foreign degrees in their home through various collaboration with 

degree awarding institutions from major education-exporting countries, such as 

the US and the UK (Clark, 2012). Accordingly, TNHE practices one of the forms 

in these non-English countries, such as branch campuses, franchises, cooperative 

degree programs, etc. Meanwhile, it seems that TNHE is practiced differently in 

individual countries and territories in the East Asia region, although it all involves 

offshore, cross-border features of degree programs and the exchange of 

information and staff (Huang, 2007). For instance, in Taiwanese TNHE, three 

forms including the study abroad, sandwich programs and online programs are 

more evident, while in Singapore, many foreign university, especially Australian 
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ones, establish their branch campuses to offer university degree programs. In 

Japan, exchange programs are more frequently witnessed, whereas students in 

Hong Kong tend to travel overseas to receive their international HE. 

In addition to those above-stated elements, TNHE in China has its unique 

styles. Lu (2018) provided some special characteristics of these transnational 

universities in China. First, every transnational HE institution is located at the 

southeast coastal cities of China, indicating that these universities chose the 

geographically most “affluent” regions in China. The detailed locations are as 

follows: Duke Kunshan University and Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University are 

both in Jiangsu Province, while New York University Shanghai is just miles away 

in the biggest city in this country. Zhejiang hosts two, including Nottingham 

University Ningbo China and Wenzhou-Kean University but Guangdong Province 

has the most transnational universities, including Guangdong Technion-Israel 

Institute of Technology in Shantou, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 

Shenzhen MSU-BIT University and Beijing Normal University - Hong Kong 

Baptist University United International College in Zhuhai. 

Meanwhile, all transnational universities adopted English as their language 

of instruction (except for Shenzhen MSU-BIT University added Russian and 

Mandarin as two additional languages). This means EMI is guaranteed in these 

universities, and English is used for working and studying inside these university 

campuses. 
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Furthermore, the tuition fees of Sino-foreign universities are far more 

expensive than those in the Chinese universities. In public Chinese universities, 

students are usually financially supported and subsidized by the government, 

whilst in those transnational universities, students are charged much more highly. 

Take Nottingham University China campus for example, the tuition fees of 

undergraduate study were 90,000 CNY per year (roughly 14,000 USD), which 

include library membership, IT services and examinations. Other costs including 

the purchase of course materials, accommodation on campus and medical welfare 

add up to a total amount of 100,000-122,000 CNY (equivalent to 15,000-18,000 

USD). It is extremely expensive compared to the cost for a common university 

student in China, as tuition fees for students who choose public Chinese 

universities range normally from 400 to 2200 USD per annum. Tuition fees are 

summarized in Figure 2.2 for all of these nine transnational universities.  

Regarding students’ English proficiency, transnational universities required 

that all Chinese students obtain at least 115 out of 150 in the Gaokao English 

subtest to be admitted, whereas such English policy was called off at University X 

several years ago. For non-English speaking international applicants, the entry 

requirement for English language is IELTS 5.0, with no subsection lower than 4.5. 

From these prerequisites, it seems that most undergraduate students from 

University X have intermediate English proficiency before entering EMI 

environment. The other major aspect of students’ information is their academic 

performance. For Chinese students, a majority of them are recruited based on their 
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Gaokao results equivalent to first-tier university level but at the same time, 

students from Jiangsu and Guangdong can be admitted through “synthetic 

evaluation mechanism”. As for the international applicants, the usual expectation 

is at least B for all subjects in the A-level, or 30 points for IB programs. Thus, all 

undergraduate students are deemed as competent for their university study. 

Finally, all students attending transnational universities in China are 

awarded with two-degree certificates (dual degrees) when they finish their study: 

The Chinese Ministry of Education will issue a graduation diploma- equivalent to 

Xue Li Zheng for Chinese students to use as a proof of their university experiences 

when joining in the future job market (Ruan & Chen, 2017). At the same time, the 

foreign hosting universities will award their students with the same degree as what 

graduates at home universities receive. As indicated on its website, The University 

of Nottingham Ningbo China claims that  

All students at The University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC) graduate 

with a degree from The University of Nottingham, issued by the UK Registrar 

and Vice-Chancellor. This is the same degree students from our campuses in the 

United Kingdom and Malaysia receive. (Adapted from the UNNC official 

website, 26 February 2018) 

The foreign degree provides the graduates with two obvious advantages. 

When seeking for further education in major English-speaking universities, it 

guarantees the applicants with the same academic standards as the home graduates, 
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as these transnational universities strictly follow the same quality assurance 

procedures as their foreign HE counterparts (Ennew & Yang, 2009; Lu, 2018; 

Ruan & Chen, 2017). Meanwhile, holding degrees from these transnational 

universities provides students with the opportunity to be exempted from language 

requirements for IELTS or TOEFL if they pursue another higher degree program. 

Perrin and Albl-Mikasa (2018), thus, concluded that transnational education is the 

key to internationalizing HE, playing a crucial role in promoting reforms in 

Chinese HE, broadening the way to talent training, and enhancing the opening up 

of the education sector. 

2.4 Chinese University 

In order to define the term of Chinese university more clearly, I will also 

discuss a few key phases in the formation of modern universities in China, namely 

pre-1949, 1949-1977 and post-1977 periods respectively. Chinese modern HE 

emerged from the late Qing Dynasty in the 1890s. In its early development, 

Christian higher education, which was imported from the Western world, played a 

very crucial part in promoting the modern Chinese university education. These 

English-medium universities and colleges taught modern knowledge and 

specialized in several different subjects (Bolton & Botha, 2015a). Erh and 

Johnson (1998, p. 13) commented:  

The colleges played an important part in the introduction into China of modern 

science, contributing to the development of a scientific terminology in Chinese 
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and the training of scientists, especially in the fields of biology and parasitology, 

industrial chemistry, and physics. 

By the 1920s, there had been a diversity of higher education institutions 

comprising of national, church-affiliated, corporate and other types of private 

universities. However, Chinese HE entered the next stage of enormous changes 

after 1949, as most of these foreign universities were either dissolved or expelled 

when the communist party took control in this country. 

There was a time when the quest for suitable university education was 

sought for (Chen, 2002). Modeling the Soviet Union, the Chinese communist 

government decided to restructure its higher education institutions in 1954, 

aiming at nurturing talents and teachers that facilitated its industrial development 

at that time. Many elite universities, such as Zhejiang University, were forced to 

split into several colleges. As a consequence, Chinese higher education 

experienced a dramatic transformation and developed into a total of 229 different 

types of comprehensive universities and specialized institutions. Meanwhile, 

under the Soviet influence, there was a centralized plan to unify its national 

instruction system, including the texts, curriculum, and syllabi. Although the 

number of tertiary institutions was further increased to 434 in 1965, university 

education was devastated to a large extent during the Cultural Revolution. 

The new chapter started in 1977 when Deng Xiaoping ordered the resuming 

of Gaokao-the National University and College Entrance Exams, marked as a 
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profound history in Chinese HE (Lam, 2005). Since the 1980s, Chinese HE has 

experienced a series of reforms, slowly restoring and improving its university 

education system. These reforms strived to enhance the autonomy of the HE 

institutions and to better cater for the needs of students. The real acceleration was 

witnessed in 1999 when the government decided to significantly expand its HE 

sector, resulting in both an increased number of HE institutions as well as the 

student enrolment. According to the official statistics at that time, there were over 

2,500 universities and colleges, half of which were affiliated with provincial or 

municipal governments. Among these regular academic institutions, 113 were 

affiliated with various national ministries, enjoying a higher degree of funding and 

financial supports, while 706 were private ones. These 2,500 universities, 

nevertheless, were seen as the cornerstone which would eventually evolve and 

further develop into what are nowadays, Chinese universities and colleges. 

Since then, the government has tried its best to enhance the quality of its 

university education amid such large-scale massification at the tertiary level. In 

answering to a stronger HE system, China aimed at enhancing its competitiveness 

of university education in the global context, especially in the formation of Project 

211 and 985 universities. Project 211 was first coined in 1993 but was officially 

approved by the State Council of the People’s Republic of China two years later. 

It focused on building 100 key universities and disciplines, seen as the most 

renovative work in the field of HE since 1949. In the meantime, it was also a 
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major step when the Chinese government implemented the strategic “invigorating 

China through the development of science and education”.  

Project 985 was launched in 1999, promoting the establishment of 

world-class universities in China. A total number of 39 elite universities were 

selected from the previous Project 211 group, which strived to be the pioneers of 

global academia. The financial support from the central government was generous, 

with over 25 billion yuan for Phase One (1998-2003) and 40 billion yuan for 

Phase Two (2004-2006), which largely surpassed that to Project 211. The 

outcomes were, thus, remarkable: 6 universities rushed into top 100 in both the 

QS and Times Higher Education world university rankings 2021. Although 

Project 211 and Project 985 universities were ordered to merge into the 

“Double-First Class” university project in 2019, the aims of the initiative 

nonetheless remained the same, making China a superpower of HE internationally 

by the mid-21st century. As for the member of participating institutions, there were 

currently 137 universities on the list for Phase One, including 42 “First Class” 

comprehensive universities and 95 universities for “First Class” disciplines 

(Ministry of Education, 2020). 

Besides the key universities, there are three other types of HE institutions in 

China, which are state-run, private universities and independent colleges 

respectively. State-run universities refer to those who are run and subsidized by 

national ministries and provincial and municipal governments. Private universities, 
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on the other hand, are usually managed by local educational authorities. 

Meanwhile, they are self-financed, receiving funds from the local corporations 

and other non-government organizations. Although private HE is continuously 

encouraged by the Chinese government as a supplement in response to the recent 

expansion in the tertiary sector, degrees from the private universities are 

frequently undervalued to some extent. Speaking of tuition fees, private 

universities are likely to charge three to four times higher than those in the public 

ones.  

As for the independent colleges, this type of HE institutions has emerged 

since the beginning of the 21st century, branching out from those self-financed 

secondary colleges in the public universities in Zhejiang and Jiangsu. During its 

initial period, the Chinese Ministry of Education recognized its role in increasing 

student enrollment and enriching the HE resources, but still differentiated it from 

ordinary secondary colleges in the public universities. In 2003, the Chinese 

Ministry of Education (MoE) decided to implement the policy formally accepting 

its status in the tertiary level, starting to offer the independent colleges with 

benefits in various aspects. Nevertheless, such colleges have undergone a series of 

serious challenges for the first decade, the biggest of which was failing to present 

its unique features and characteristics. Thus, five years later in 2008, independent 

colleges received orders from the Chinese Ministry of Education to isolate from 

their affiliated public university, in the hope of transforming them to be more 



 

21 

 

practically oriented in terms of developing more applied majors which would be 

useful for the society. 

All these public and private universities and independent colleges, together 

with Sino-foreign transnational universities in this study, form the backbone of 

contemporary Chinese HE. At the latest count, there are a total number of 3,005 

universities and colleges, comprising of 1,272 universities offering bachelor and 

above degrees, 1468 diploma-awarding colleges and 265 HE institutions for 

adults and lifelong learning (Ministry of Education, 2020). It is also worth 

mentioning that the term for Chinese university in the current study excludes the 

adult learning HE institutions, as only the universities and colleges who can 

confer full-time degrees and diplomas are mostly recognizable. 

2.5 Internationalizing Chinese HE 

Since its entry to the World Trade Organization, China has started to open 

its market. The economy nowadays ranks top in the list, which is also the driving 

force for Chinese HE to rethink and adopt a more innovative model to stay more 

competitive in the global market (Gide, Wu, & Wang, 2010). Given the huge 

population base, open market policy and enhanced economic driving force, it is 

time to develop HE in China (Chen, 2002). As Chinese HE is playing a pivotal 

role, how to improve the quality of internationalization and overseas programs 

becomes a major concern of the Chinese authority. That probably explains why 

profound reform in HE is being witnessed in this country.  
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On a national level, a series of educational policies have been made by the 

MoE regarding international cooperative programs in HE with universities from 

foreign countries. On an individual level, although many Chinese students choose 

to study abroad, more and more overseas students surge into elite Chinese 

universities, such as Project 985 universities, pursuing degrees at various levels, 

making China become one of the major educational destinations. Such a “turn of 

tide” then forces the curricular in these universities to be more 

international-oriented in order to meet the needs of these overseas students, 

especially in terms of offering degree programs in EMI. Finally, Chinese top 

universities are also actively seeking more collaboration with other best 

universities from foreign countries to gain world class experiences and, therefore, 

are able to provide more quality education to the domestic students.  

In brief, traditional universities such as Projects 985 and 211 are no longer 

exclusively accessible to elite students in this country. As a result, a great number 

of transnational universities are presenting themselves as a unique but very 

innovative member in the Chinese HE. These Sino-foreign universities cater for 

the needs of the new types of students who look for international elements in their 

higher education experience, which could live up to the expectations of a global 

job market demanding a high level of English proficiency (Chan, 2004).  
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2.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have defined several important terms that are key to the 

current study. A comprehensive definition of EMI sets the tune for the topic of the 

current study and provides a threshold for the next chapter to review relevant EMI 

studies. Meanwhile, examination of transnational universities and Chinese 

universities helped to enhance a basic understanding of the differences between 

these two types of institutions, as it is within this transnational context that the 

current EMI perception research took place. In the next chapter, I discuss some of 

the theoretical frameworks and previous research studies relevant to the current 

study. 
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Chapter 3 Review of Literature 

3.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the context of this study was discussed. In this 

chapter, I probe the current literature that is related to the current research on the 

perceptions of EMI towards teaching and learning in higher education in China. 

There are three major sections in this chapter. It begins with some discussion of 

language policy and language ideology theories as they are closely related to this 

study. Then, the review of the current literature centers around relevant research 

on teachers’ perception of EMI. Finally, it moves onto more specifically 

individual studies which are directly connected to my study: Perception research 

of EMI in the Chinese HE context. Research studies in Europe overwhelmed 

those conducted in Asia, not only the quantity, but also the quality in terms of 

scopes covering EMI, and not much of the previous research has actually 

examined the current EMI perspectives from the stakeholders, especially the 

teachers, in the transnational university context. Meanwhile, most research mainly 

focused on various aspects of EMI including the effectiveness or other areas, such 

as EAP or academic writing for disciplinary study and, thus, teachers’ perceptions 

of EMI have been largely ignored for the current literature. 

3.2 Language Policy and Ideology Theories 

Teaching and learning in a second language (L2) may be affected by a few 

elements including the contextual background, motivation of the stakeholders, and 
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the proficiency of the target language. Furthermore, theories for EMI research are 

inherently linked to interdisciplinary studies, such as language ideology, language 

policy, multilingualism and bilingualism, translanguaging, underpinning the 

rationale that the process of knowledge acquisition in an L2 is multifactorial. Key 

concepts and issues of EMI usually include language policy, language in use, and 

stakeholders’ beliefs. Meanwhile, there is a particular emphasis on the influence 

of identity for the study of EMI research in HE. In the international education 

context, EMI stakeholders from all around the world working and studying for 

various degree programs in a language that is used for academic purpose, in which 

their experiences are expected to be varied, finding out what perspectives and 

identity positions they hold towards EMI in practice, is of crucial importance to 

the EMI perception field (Baird, 2013). 

3.2.1 Spolsky’ (2004, 2009) Language Policy 

Spolsky’s (2004, 2009) three-pronged language policy theory demonstrated 

how language practices, language beliefs or ideology and language management 

work together, and to what extent they interact and influence each other. Hu (2004) 

further argued that language policy exists in complex and socially constructed 

contexts where numerous variables interrelate and interact with one another. 

Non-linguistic elements, including political, social, cultural, and even bureaucratic 

ones, also explain for the attempts by any person or group to have an interference 

with language practices and language beliefs or ideology. In this regard, it can be 

concluded that elements of language practices, beliefs and management in 
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Spolsky’s (2004, 2009) language policy theory interrelated with one another and 

in its core lies the language policy. 

For language practices, a simple elaboration is “what people actually do” 

(Spolsky, 2004, p. 14). In the transnational universities, the actual EMI practice in 

the classroom might be different from the one that is expected or regulated by 

EMI policy. Regarding language beliefs or ideology, to simply put, it is about 

“what people think should be done” (Spolsky, 2004, p. 14), showing the 

consensus of a speech group on the values that are assigned to different language 

variables or language varieties. In most cases, there may be several language 

ideologies, one of which dominates over others. In the context of transnational 

universities, although there is no consensus for one to be adopted as the norm for 

EMI, it is evident that in HE in Asia, British or American English is usually the 

choice for EMI (Kirkpatrick, 2014). This is mutually agreed by all the lecturers 

and the students in the transnational universities. Prior to joining these HE 

institutes, potential candidates for academic posts will be assessed and 

interviewed based on a number of criteria, one of which is their proficiency in 

English to successfully deliver the course. As for the Chinese students, being able 

to be immersed in a fully EMI environment becomes one of the main attractions. 

Both the university academic teaching staff and students join these universities, 

creating a speech community where the English is regarded as the dominant 

language for communication of all kinds.  
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As for language management, Spolsky (2004) believed that it is the direct 

effort from a person or a group to manipulate the language situation. There are 

different layers of intervention, including national legislature, provincial or local 

government bodies, special interest groups, law courts and even family members. 

In the case of language management from the transnational universities, the layer 

is mostly institutional, deciding which language(s) of instruction to be adopted, 

which variety of English to be the E in EMI, and how it should be observed. In 

Spolsky’s (2009, p. 4) seminal work, he further elaborated that it is “the explicit or 

observable effort by someone or some group that has or claims authority over the 

participant in the domain to modify their practices or beliefs”. 

Based on the above discussion, Spolsky’s (2004, 2009) language policy 

framework echoes with the EMI situation in one of the transnational universities. 

Despite being an international English-speaking university, a formal language 

policy was only introduced in the year of 2015, almost a decade since the 

university was established (Perrin, 2017). This is a claim of “the extent or variety 

of the use of English and attempted to safeguard the status of other languages (and 

use) within the institution” (Perrin, 2017, p. 163). Although it recognizes the 

existence of other languages in the campus, the authority of English is nonetheless 

unchallengeable. Jenkins (2014, p. 75), thus, concluded that “language, of course, 

is not as simple and straightforward as the conceptualization of 

language-policy-as-language-planning suggests, as it omits both the covert 
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ideological processes involved and the choices that language users make in 

practice”. 

3.2.2 Gal’s (2009) Language Ideology 

As discussed previously, EMI research cannot be independent of social 

particulars, especially when the investigation of language use is constructed into 

the social contexts. Gal and Irvine (1995) concluded that disciplinary boundaries 

were not only in the linguistic ideology, but more importantly, they continued to 

support ideology in current practice among intellectuals between linguistic studies 

and social sciences. In this sense, Gal (2009, p. 13) defined language ideology as 

practices that “label cultural ideas, presumptions and presuppositions with which 

different social groups name, frame and evaluate linguistic practices”. She further 

proposed the theoretical framework of the standardization of language, a product 

of the institutional and cultural processes of recognition. Standardization is an 

exhibition of loyalty towards a nominated code where high status and norm of 

correctness are established and reinforced by a variety of dominant participants, 

such as language and linguistic researchers, and such correctness is usually 

respected by the speakers. In the context of transnational universities, the hidden 

agenda is that English is the standard language and the standardization process is 

frequently witnessed to promote the linguistic practices. Therefore, Gal’s (2009) 

language ideology framework was also supplementally adopted to conceptualize 

the current study. 
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3.3 Investigations on EMI 

The following sections deal with the investigations of various aspects of 

EMI, and the main focus is on the teachers’ perceptions of EMI in the HE context, 

the scope of the current study. EMI has reached a previously “unheard figure” in 

HE during the last two decades (Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2011). For instance, 

a great number of European universities recruit students both locally and 

internationally, which makes English become the lingual franca in European 

Higher education (Graddol, 2006). According to a recent survey, over 2,400 

programs in more than 400 European universities were taught in EMI in 2007 

(Wachter & Maiworm, 2008). Considering the fast development for EMI, relevant 

research on this field has also increased, especially in the implementation of EMI 

(Doiz et al., 2013). The discrepancy between the EMI actual practice and reality 

in European HE raised the awareness of the experts in the field. Ammon and 

McConnell (2002) conducted a systematic review of EMI programs using a 

pragmatic methodology in 22 European countries. In general, findings from the 

study represented commonly shown problems raised in EMI programs among 

European HE institutes. The most explicit issue among others was the insufficient 

English proficiency from both local teachers and students, which further led to the 

unwillingness from local course instructors to deliver content knowledge in 

English. 
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Besides, deficient evaluation between native English-speaking and 

non-native English-speaking staff made the university policymakers more difficult, 

causing a detriment to EMI regulations. Another main aspect focused on the 

availability of different resources in EMI, including a severe shortage of NES 

content-based instructors and insufficient course and teaching materials. As Doiz 

et al. (2011) concluded, EMI implementation was affected by the following three 

factors: 1) teachers’ competence to deliver the lectures in English; 2) students’ 

ability to understand the course; and 3) the quality of the course conducted in EMI. 

Many university teachers in Europe were identified to have difficulty in 

conducting content-based teaching in EMI due to various reasons, especially the 

incompetent English proficiency (Marsh & Laitinen, 2005). 

If the attention turns to Asia, there were only a few comprehensive studies 

aiming at the tertiary level in this area. Investigations of EMI in Asia to date have 

been focused mainly on policy, context, impact, effectiveness in relation to EMI 

teaching and learning for individual countries and territories (e.g., Bolton & Botha 

2015a; Chou, 2018; Dearden, 2014; Hu & Lei, 2014; Yeh, 2014). Nevertheless, 

there was a more systematical survey by Fenton-Smith et al. (2017), who explored 

various EMI issues, including policy, pedagogy, and perception among a wider 

array of stakeholders. At the same time, they also investigated the key challenges 

in EMI at the governmental and institutional levels and considered EMI issues 

such as language assessment and content outcomes in the classroom settings. 

Finally, they surveyed EMI from major countries and territories in the 
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Asia-Pacific region, such as China, Hong Kong SAR, Japan, Singapore, South 

Korea, Taiwan, focusing on EMI policies and practices in various contexts. 

Furthermore, Kedzierski (2016) adopted a critical perspective to explore the use 

of EMI in the East Asian HE, focusing on the social impacts that EMI would 

bring to the stakeholders. The results showed that in Asia, the popularization of 

English meant a powerful indicator to show the social stratification, as only those 

from wealthy backgrounds had access to the high-quality EMI programs. 

3.3.1 University Teachers' Perspective in EMI 

In this section, I turn my attention to the teachers’ perceptions of EMI at the 

tertiary level, which are closely related to the current study. Macaro (2018, p. 71) 

summarized the following aspects which address this issue: 

1. Whether or not they are for or against EMI, 

2. Concerns about EMI 

3. The perceived benefits of EMI. 

In most cases, many university teachers are the key stakeholders who 

deliver their content knowledge through a language which is not necessarily their 

L1. Meanwhile, the situation in which they usually face with is that their students’ 

English may not be sufficient to cope with EMI either. In this sense, these 

concerns are relevant, as I attempted to investigate the teachers’ voices from a 

context where most stakeholders’ L1 is not English and, thus, Macaro’s (2018) 
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enquiry provides a satisfying guideline to review the previous literature on 

teachers’ perspectives of EMI accordingly. 

3.3.2 EMI Teachers: For or Against? 

By investigating the research literature, it has been far from obtainable to 

draw a general conclusion whether the university teachers were in favor or against 

EMI given its complex nature in the actual practices. The opinions depend on 

quite a few factors including the contexts, levels, and group differences. Teachers 

at various levels have projected different pictures regarding their perspectives of 

EMI, whereas individuals may also develop and change their perceptions over 

time. For instance, Jensen and Thoegersen (2011) adopted a questionnaire to 

examine the lecturers’ attitudes of EMI at the University of Copenhagen, which 

proved to be very distinctive among different groups. 

It was proved by some studies that the younger the lecturers were, the more 

likely they favored the excessive use of EMI. Tatzl (2011) surveyed the lecturers’ 

attitudes, experiences, and challenges on EMI at an Austrian university and the 

results revealed that in general, teachers favored EMI, as this university aimed at 

improving their international competitiveness. Meanwhile, the participating 

teachers also believed that EMI promoted students’ English skills. In Cots’ (2013) 

report, teachers agreed that introducing EMI into the degree programs was an 

effective way to enhance English learning at the University of Lleida in the 

Catalan region. Nonetheless, Doiz et al. (2011) discovered that teachers doubted 
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the students’ incapability to cope with their EMI class, which consequently caused 

negative effects towards their study. 

These quantitative studies for individual institutions might have shown the 

university teachers’ favorable or negatives attitudes towards EMI, but one could 

hardly generalize any conclusion, not only due to the fact of being a single 

research site with small sample size, but also the context where the research took 

place. Nonetheless, all the questionnaires and data these studies have produced 

provided clues towards teachers’ perceptions and beliefs about EMI, which might 

be useful for relevant research in the Asian HE context. For instance, Botha (2013) 

enquired university teachers’ attitudes and ideologies on EMI at the Macau 

University of Science and Technology, and he reported that EMI won an 

overwhelming support from the lecturing participants, as they considered it to be 

the most important element if the university was to be internationalized. Similarly, 

Hu’s (2009) research in the Chinese HE context showed that younger teachers 

supported EMI more for several main reasons, such as better promotion prospects. 

However, it shall be noted, unlike the vast collection of EMI research in Europe, 

perception research of EMI aiming at tertiary education is severely absent, given 

that EMI is still a novice notion in this area. 

In a brief summary, it is clear to see how individual teacher participants 

expressed their preferences for or against adopting EMI in their university 

teaching. Nevertheless, the absence of relevant research in the context of 
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transnational universities suggested their opinion is still unknown, and invited the 

current study to fill in the this much-needed gap. 

3.3.3 Concerns about EMI 

The previous research literature has shown that many teachers and linguists 

feel concerned about the expansion of EMI. Although the number of degree 

programs taught in English by European universities has dramatically increased, 

EMI practices remain questionable. Doiz et al. (2011) argued that EMI 

implementation was affected by the following three factors: teachers’ linguistic 

competence to deliver the lectures in English; students’ linguistic ability to 

understand courses; and the quality of courses conducted in EMI, which also 

echoed the key concerns in Macaro’s (2018) research. The doubt that EMI might 

weaken the effective delivery of content knowledge was particularly evident in 

Northern European research. In Sweden, Airey (2011) found that university 

teachers suspected they could not deliver their lectures in a solid and precise way 

because their English proficiency did not reach the level of EMI teaching.  

Two other studies in Sweden confirmed the teachers’ preferences towards 

the use of Swedish in terms of ease of teaching in EMI. Kuteeva (2013) conducted 

a study on the parallel use of Swedish and English at Stockholm University and 

she discovered that students should have the rights to receive HE in their native 

language. She discovered that there was a discrepant gap between the language 

policy and reality in language practice. Meanwhile, Soderlundh (2013) 

investigated how EMI could be constructed in a local context in an international 
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university. The research found that the language policy was not strictly observed, 

as sometimes local students adopted their L1 in the class. From these two studies, 

it seems that the use of L1 was positive to enhance EMI learning. Therefore, 

Macaro (2018, p. 78) claimed that “teaching through Swedish created a much 

more lively delivery than teaching through English”. 

Another recurrent topic from the previous literature is the discussion of 

linguistic inequity. It seems that teachers have been increasingly worried with the 

unfair advantage that English had overwhelmed other languages in EMI (Bolton 

& Kuteeva, 2012). This issue has been particularly emphasized in Asian countries. 

Kirkpatrick (2011) examined the accelerating EMI phenomena in education 

throughout East and Southeast Asian regions. In his other articles (2014, 2017), it 

is evident that he possessed a negative viewpoint towards the excessive 

development of EMI in this region. He suggested that the early introduction of 

English into primary education not only was ill-advised, but also represented a 

threat to the local languages as well as the young learners’ sense of identity. At the 

tertiary level, Kirkpatrick (2014) challenged the notion of English only policy in 

EMI programs, arguing that the policy makers should revise their EMI 

considering the fact that the use of English was a lingua franca and the context 

where these international universities were multilingual.  

Finally, Kirkpatrick (2017) used the title of “Will EMI lead to 

Englishisation” to imply his concern towards EMI policy and situation, in which 



 

36 

 

he argued that it could not be successfully implemented without proper 

consideration of other languages and language planning and preparation. These 

concerns were particularly linked to English language proficiency - a point I will 

review in the following sections. 

3.3.4 Teachers’ Perceptions of Students’ Proficiency 

The starting point to investigate concerns of proficiency in EMI programs is 

Ammon and McConnell’s (2002) comprehensive study on EMI programs in 22 

European countries. The authors summarized the major findings for the concerns 

of the stakeholders’ proficiency in EMI programs, in which they identified there 

was unwillingness from the local teachers to deliver their course in English, as 

both teachers and students’ English proficiency was not sufficient to handle the 

EMI teaching and learning. I will now investigate whether these findings might 

apply to other localized studies in the literature.  

In the quantitative study by Basibek et al. (2014), the majority of the teacher 

participants (N=63) in Turkey did not believe that the English proficiency of their 

students was adequate for EMI. In addition, Doiz et al. (2011) also identified 

insufficient students’ English proficiency at an institution in the Basque Country 

in Spain, but this time, the students were willing to face up to the EMI challenge 

through extra effort. Rogier (2012) in her doctoral study examined university 

teachers’ beliefs about their students’ proficiency in the UAE, discovering that 

students were weak in their listening and writing. From these studies, it is evident 
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that the low level of students’ English proficiency was the most severe challenge 

they had faced when teaching in EMI. 

In other parts of the world, especially in East Asian countries and territories, 

a similar pattern of teachers’ concerns towards their students can be found. In a 

study conducted in South Korea, Joe and Lee (2013) claimed that if students’ 

general English level was sufficient in highly technical vocabulary, then EMI 

programs did not hinder students’ content learning, which might reduce the 

teachers’ dissatisfaction towards their students’ linguistic ability to some extent. 

In Taiwan, Yeh (2014) asserted that learning difficulty was witnessed, due to 

similar linguistic incompetence commonly observed among Chinese-speaking 

students. Although students’ language ability improved, especially for their 

listening skills, the subject learning in EMI became vague. Therefore, it was not 

useful to have EMI in students’ disciplinary study, as the teachers might simplify 

the learning contents, leading to the superficial grasp of content knowledge by the 

students.  

In Hong Kong, Chan (2014) reported that English teachers experienced 

students’ difficulties in EMI to cope with EMI subjects, such as the lack of 

adequate vocabulary and grammar knowledge, which was largely due to the 

linguistic differences between Chinese and English as well as the lack of exposure 

in English outside the classroom. The study also revealed that EMI would lead to 

a loss of interest to the students, which would be a threat to sacrifice students’ 
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learning outcomes for the content knowledge. Meanwhile, Evans and Morrison 

(2011) examined the first-year students’ experiences in adjusting to EMI in their 

university. In the three years’ longitudinal study, they revealed that there existed 

four critical problems in the first year of EMI in the university: understanding 

technical words, comprehending lectures, satisfying in academic style for writing 

and meeting university and specific major requirements. Thus, it seems 

unexpected from these studies that even in a place like Hong Kong where the 

students’ English proficiency has been seen as being relatively higher than those 

in different Greater China regions, university teachers still reported having met 

challenges in teaching EMI to their students.  

3.3.5 Teachers’ Perceptions of their own English Proficiency 

In considering the teachers’ proficiency, Macaro (2018) summarized the 

following hypotheses, which might be used to analyze the past literature. The first 

assumption is that teaching content and subject knowledge through EMI requires 

a much higher level of English proficiency than teaching general English courses, 

given the fact that the academic language needed must be in line with the 

intellectual demand of the content knowledge. Nonetheless, it is also believed that 

the level of the teachers’ linguistic proficiency depends heavily on the disciplines 

taught, as some of these courses will require more communicative skills to teach 

the subject knowledge, while others simply need more non-linguistic laboratory 

work. Such belief is also associated with the second hypothesis that teaching 

through EMI will require less quantities in language than teaching in a teacher’s 



 

39 

 

L1, leading to more space for students to talk or ask questions. This, however, 

needs to consider multifaceted aspects such as the variation of the students’ L2 

proficiency as well as the size of the EMI classes. Another assumption is that 

teachers need to pass a benchmark test or threshold to demonstrate that their 

English language proficiency is sufficient for EMI. These hypotheses are crucial 

when investigating the research on teachers’ perceptions of their own linguistic 

proficiency. 

It is difficult to generalize teachers’ perceptions across the world, as some of 

them have been unaware of their own linguistic proficiency while others reported 

to have both positive and negative experiences teaching through EMI. For 

instance, in a study for university teachers in Austria, Italy and Poland, Dearden 

and Macaro (2016) suggested that university managers took it for granted that if 

the teachers graduated from English-speaking countries, they would be able to 

teach through EMI, or at least, be expected to speak English well. Meanwhile, 

those teacher participants never actually thought of their own linguistic 

proficiency, nor did they realize there was any language test or standard to assess 

whether they were qualified to teach in EMI classes. Nonetheless, there have been 

some positive results from the teachers when asked to rate their English 

proficiency (see Wachter & Maiworm, 2014). A more explicit example was in a 

questionnaire survey for teachers at the Copenhagen Business School, as Werther 

et al. (2014) reported that most Danish lecturers rated 4.7 out of 6 for their 
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linguistic proficiency, who experienced fewer challenges in conducting teaching 

through EMI. 

In contrast, Helm and Guarda (2015) investigated 115 university teachers’ 

concern on EMI at the University of Padova in Italy. They revealed that the 

teachers did not have the confidence in their communicative skills to successfully 

deliver EMI teaching. It seems that EMI teachers argued that their linguistic 

difficulty to teach through English might hinder the delivery of the content 

knowledge for their subjects. Thus, it was believed that there was an urge need to 

improve teachers’ language skills, especially when they found themselves in a 

situation where they had to improvise in-class activities in English. Similarly, 

Basibek et al. (2014) also reported the challenges that Turkish university teachers 

had met in order to express themselves more effectively in their L2. 

In the Asia HE context, variations on teachers’ perceptions of EMI were 

also identified. For instance, Yeh (2014) examined Taiwanese university teachers’ 

perspectives towards EMI programs and discovered that the participating lecturers 

had different opinions towards EMI, largely due to their own academic 

background. For those who favored it, they had previously studied overseas for 

higher degree programs in English. Nonetheless, the majority of participants still 

believed that it was a challenge to fully implement EMI practice at that university 

considering the linguistic reality from their side. It seems that accent and 

pronunciation are frequently reported in the previous research literature as one of 



 

41 

 

the major areas of concern. For Yeh’s (2014) research, teachers’ accent might 

cause difficulty to students’ understanding in EMI mode. Meanwhile, Vu and 

Burns (2014) reported that local Vietnamese EMI teachers did not hold any 

English proficiency proof in order to teach in EMI whereas the only requirement 

was being able to teach. As for overseas teaching staff, they were concerned that 

their accents and errors in pronunciation might negatively affect their students’ 

English, resulting in the students’ resentment, as students expected more native 

English pronunciation for the EMI program. 

3.3.6 Strategies in EMI Classes 

Considering both insufficient teachers’ and students’ proficiency, many 

EMI teachers have been shown to adopt various strategies in order to enhance 

teaching and learning in the classroom. In their study, Pun and Thomas (2020) 

adopted a mix-method approach to explore the challenges and strategies by 19 

EMI science teachers from eight public secondary schools in Hong Kong. They 

discovered that the use of L1 was the most commonly adopted strategy to enhance 

content knowledge transfer. Meanwhile, other strategies also reported included 

rearranging the order of the topics, using flipped learning as well as providing 

more examples and explanations in the EMI classes. However, it seems that there 

was an overlap in their strategy categories, especially for the language-related 

items. For instance, simplifying the content (strategies for dealing with texts) and 

forcing students to take notes in English (subject-specific concerns) could be 
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incorporated into the language-related category. Thus, a better classification was 

needed when differentiating the strategies utilized for the current study. 

Lau (2018) grouped the EMI teaching strategies into the following four 

categories: language-related, skills-related, thinking-related, and other supporting 

strategies. In her definition, language-related strategies suggested that 

content-based teachers adopted a number of linguistic tools to facilitate their 

students with their subject learning, enhancing the use of English as a tool to 

make the content knowledge delivered in L2 situations. Examples included the 

use of both L1 and L2 skills, codeswitching, mixed codes, etc., all of which were 

language focused. As for skills-related strategies, these were the specific skills 

from the lecturers to promote the teaching and learning, making sure their 

teaching was effective. Repetition of the important points and using simplified 

words to explain sophisticated theories in teaching are two commonly employed 

methods by lecturers for these types of strategies. Thinking-related strategies, on 

the other hand, utilized mental means to help students understand, process, and 

make sense between the input of information and the theories and concepts, 

delivered in English. By challenging their students, such as asking relevant 

questions and brainstorming, course instructors guided them to think, reason and 

draw conclusions on their own.  

Other supporting strategies consisted of common and subject-specific skills. 

The former contained measures frequently adopted to stimulate learning outcomes, 
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whereas the latter were those strategies specifically designed for content-based 

subject knowledge. For common supporting skills, they were more or less 

regularly seen aids, consisting of the use of PowerPoint slides, images, 

audio-recordings, in-class exercises, and encouragement, motivating students to 

learn more positively. Specific illustrations for subject-specific supporting skills, 

as the name suggested, for instance, were timber distribution picture for 

sustainable engineering class and field study for auditing class. 

3.3.7 The Perceived Benefits of EMI 

There are several major benefits of EMI, and one of these claims is the 

personal development of students, as it opens a gateway for them. Macaro (2018, 

p. 89) discovered that two phrases such as “a passport to global world” and “a key 

to success” were frequently identified when conducting interviews with various 

participants, in answering the increasingly rising of the globalization of the 

economy and the internationalization of HE. It is suggested that EMI enhances 

local students’ ability for the future global market (Doiz et al., 2011). This reason 

is universally common when the world is becoming more and more globalized. As 

reflected in Ennew and Yang’s (2009, p. 30) case study of a transnational 

university, one of the most overarching aims was to “educate generations of 

students as truly international citizens, rooted in their own cultures but aware of, 

and sympathetic towards, other cultures”. Similar results could also be found in 

Macaro’s previous and subsequent works with others (see Dearden & Macaro, 

2016; Macaro & Han, 2019). For students, it seems that having adequate English 
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proficiency is the first step to getting involved in genuine intercultural 

communication circumstances. Thus, Hu and Lei (2014, p. 557) concluded that: 

High prestige (was given) to the English language, valorized English 

proficiency, and viewed EMI as capable of bringing many important national, 

institutional, and personal benefits against the backdrop of ever deepening 

globalization and increasing competition. 

The other major advantage that EMI has brought about has been 

institutional development in order to internationalize its HE at a more rapid speed. 

Two surface results reported have been the increased reputation for the institutions 

after recruiting international staff and the increased revenue after recruiting more 

international students (Macaro, 2018). Nonetheless, these benefits would impact 

ways beyond those, eventually leading to the internationalization of the 

universities and institutions. For instance, European universities are now aiming at 

attracting more international students from the rest of the world. Rather than 

treating their international students as “cash cow”, the recruitment of students all 

around the world was regarded as an important step to reinforce the 

internationalization of these universities, as no international university will be 

considered truly international without having international students from different 

nationalities, representing a variety of cultural backgrounds (Ritzen, 2004) 

Finally, EMI has raised the reputation and profile of the institutions. In the 

university ranking for 2018 (QS World University Ranking, 2017), 16 
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non-English speaking European universities rushed into the Top 100 of world 

universities. Meanwhile, apart from the British universities, the winners of 

destinations in the European continent for having the highest European 

internationally ranked universities were Germany, France, and Switzerland. If it 

were not for EMI and internationalization in these European universities, such 

impressive performance in the world university rankings would be impossible to 

achieve. In this sense, Wilkinson (2013, p. 3) reported that  

The administrators wish to see their institution attain and maintain a relatively 

high place in the rankings. To do so, they seem subject to an unconscionable 

desire to emulate the top-ranking universities by doing what those universities 

do well, and doing it better if at all possible, and this seems to entail doing it in 

English. 

3.3.8 EAP in the Multilingual EMI Context in Asia 

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) has gradually gained a growing 

amount of attention over the past several decades across the globe. Ye (2020) 

discussed the appropriateness and the pragmatic practice of EAP to be 

incorporated into university EMI degree programs. Nonetheless, this does not 

always project a positive image, whereas misconceptions, biases or challenges 

frequently have occurred. Hyland and Shaw (2016) believed that EAP usually 

came to be seen as an inferior status in the service activity, particularly in the 

university context. Students joining the universities with deficit English literacy 

could be enhanced by attending a few English classes. In this regard, it seems that 
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EAP can be adopted to teach students using a series of separate and independent 

skills in any situation. In Asia, tensions in teaching EAP are more or less related to 

the cultural differences where different ways of constructing knowledge and 

academic communications took place (Canagarajah, 2014). Challenges, however, 

mostly arose when deciding on what to teach and how to teach (Hyland, 2006). 

Kusni (2014) reported that lack of knowledge in technical vocabularies, 

insufficient language learning strategies and incapability to combine reading and 

writing into university subject contents frequently led teaching EAP to teaching 

English for General Purposes (EGP) in the end. The fundamental reason is that 

students’ entry level of English proficiency is usually lower than expected. Thus, 

it is deemed that incorporating EAP for university students in an EFL context is 

indeed “complex and elusive” (Johns, 2009, p. 41).  

Although EAP is a new model in the Chinese EFL context, there are several 

studies addressing the challenges of what EAP should teach to the university 

students. Gao and Bartlett (2014) surveyed students’ and instructors’ perceptions 

of EAP at Peking University. Results from the mixed-method case study indicated 

a strong urge for academic English language skills to promote students’ writing, 

reading and presentation skills. Challenges were also identified in the following 

two aspects, including the larger size of student population for EAP classes and 

unwillingness from the instructors to implement EAP instead of EGP. Suggestions 

such as more intensive collaboration between the academic instructors and college 

English teachers provided more insights for university policymakers to reflect 
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when nationwide English language education reforms were to be launched. Ye 

(2020) explored a new solution of EAP to replace EGP in order to promote 

internationalization at Beijing Institute of Technology - a research-led university 

whose strengths lied in the science and technology areas in China mainland. 

Students’ positive response towards the four genres (science popularizations, 

semi-popularizations, technical reports and research articles) in scientific 

communication suggested that this new approach might be more favorable, 

considering the fact that all skills development, content acquisition as well as 

genre sensitivity were integrated into the EAP curriculum. This study might 

inform the EAP practitioners of context-specific practices in the EFL 

environment. 

3.4 EMI Perception Research in the Chinese HE context 

Although EMI research into the different categories has increased in East 

Asia over the years, few studies have examined EMI practices and perceptions in 

mainland China (Yang, 2019). There have been studies on EMI policies at the 

national and institutional levels (Hu & Lei, 2014), L2 teachers’ practices in EMI 

(Toh, 2016), and perceptions of EMI practices and perceptions from various 

stakeholders, including EMI professors (Balderston, 2018), international students 

in Chinese EMI programs (Wang & Gao, 2020), as well as Chinese students (Song, 

2019), but it is apparent that most of them focused on the students’ perceptions. In 
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the following sections, I will review the research literature on both Chinese EMI 

students’ and teachers’ perceptions in the Chinese HE context. 

3.4.1 Chinese EMI Students’ Perceptions 

Muthanna and Miao (2015) examined non-English students’ perceptions of 

EMI at a key university in Beijing and revealed that the participants expressed a 

positive attitude towards EMI, as these local students emphasized the need of EMI 

to fulfill their ambitions when joining the job markets. Similarly, Wei, Feng, and 

Ma (2017) adopted a case study approach to research students’ perspectives 

towards EMI in a second-tier university in the northern part of China. Most 

students in their research believed that EMI could enhance their English 

proficiency, even though there was no EMI class at the time of the data collection. 

Meanwhile, over half of those researched supported the provision of EMI 

programs. There have also been some perspective studies conducted aiming at 

elite Chinese universities which offered specific EMI programs. Bolton and Botha 

(2015b) asserted that English was an essential part of university education, and 

students considered that English was crucial for internationalization. Meanwhile, 

the participants believed more EMI practices should be integrated into their study 

if the university wanted to be more internationalized. The view of EMI promoting 

internationalization has been supported by other scholars in the field. Shuai and 

Zhu (2015)’s interview study recognized the use of EMI in many subjects in the 

context of the globalization of HE:  

Students should directly acquire the subject knowledge, and this is also the 

commanding height of talent training. We hope our students can be proficient in 
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both English and Chinese, in which they can use subject knowledge through 

their native language and use English to acquire the academic knowledge. 

(Shuai & Zhu, 2015, p. 10)  

On the other hand, negative standpoints were discovered in other studies. 

Hu and Lei (2014) evaluated the effectiveness of EMI at a Chinese university 

which offered both English medium and Chinese medium of instruction (CMI) 

programs. The research focused on one EMI class (N=64) and three parallel CMI 

classes (N=72), all of which were Business Administration majors. Having relied 

on the questions from the Ministry of Education survey instrument, they identified 

that EMI students did not outperform their CMI peers in the CET 6, while there 

was no prevailing attitude found among them. Also, the study reported similar 

amount of anxiety was experienced by EMI participants when using English in 

formal and informal learning after one- or two-year EMI exposure. 

There are also several studies addressing EMI perceptions in transnational 

universities in China. For instance, Li and Ruan (2013) examined the EAP 

learner’s language difficulties in an English-medium university. The findings 

suggested that those EAP learners did not experience difficulties in 

communicating with their peers and expressed their eagerness to participate in 

learning activities in the classroom. Additionally, they displayed a high level of 

confidence in understanding different varieties of English accents. Nevertheless, 

the most explicit deficiency was academic writing. Students frequently reported 

that they had encountered problems in different areas of writing academic reports, 
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such as lack of vocabulary and syntactic knowledge to plan and organize their 

wordings. Meanwhile, the participants also related their lack of skills in academic 

writing to the previous insufficient English learning during the secondary level. 

Ruan and Chen’s (2017) report was another specific exploration on students’ 

perceptions of their disciplinary writing in a transnational university. The study 

conducted interviews with 12 final-year undergraduate students (6 applied 

linguistics and 6 urban planning and design majors) for their perceptions towards 

their coursework assignments. In the study, the researchers identified 

contradictory understandings between the students and their lecturers: the 

students’ deeply rooted philosophy of writing accurately leads to their obsession 

to the choice of vocabulary and grammar, while the lecturers usually focused 

more on what students wrote for the course content and paid little attention to the 

language areas. This was particularly evident among the urban planning and 

design majors. However, the lack of attention to the language issues from the 

lecturers might cause unsettled feelings among the students, as most of them came 

from an educational background which disproportionately emphasizes 

correctness. 

3.4.2 Chinese EMI Teachers’ Perceptions 

Despite the rise of adopting EMI for the disciplinary studies at the tertiary 

level in China, there is a paucity of research regarding the teachers’ perceptions 

towards their own linguistic needs, competencies as well as effectiveness of EMI 

programs. Nonetheless, two previous studies have attempted to explore their 

views in the various university contexts. Jiang, Zhang, and May (2016) 
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investigated three university teachers’ perspectives of a seven-year combined 

master’s degree program in EMI (4 years undergraduate and 3 years postgraduate) 

at a medical university in the northern province. The intended goal of this EMI 

program was to improve the students’ English academic literacy and interpersonal 

communications skills for the subject content knowledge. Generally speaking, the 

teacher participants’ proficiency sufficed the needs of presenting subject 

knowledge in medicine and these EMI teachers used pragmatic strategies, such as 

code-switching, to facilitate teaching and enhance classroom interaction. Besides, 

it seems that skill-related strategies were most evident, including repetition and 

rephrasing, to assist for better and more effective communication, which was in 

according to Lau’s (2018) study. However, the authors concluded that EMI 

practice was far from being satisfactory, due to the inadequate proficiency from 

students, which had largely affected the effectiveness of EMI teaching and 

learning.  

Macaro and Han (2019) also investigated university teachers’ perceptions of 

the EMI certification and professional development that were needed for teaching 

competencies in the Chinese HE context. The finding suggested that the majority 

of the participants (64.7% out of 133 in a questionnaire survey) did not have any 

kind of threshold or standardized tests in order to be accredited as qualified EMI 

content teachers, whereas most of them volunteered to be in the EMI teaching 

faculty. The consequence of this was that they frequently adopted code-switching 

or bilingual teaching in the programs which should have been in EMI. Thus, the 
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teacher participants were particularly aware of their language ability, especially 

for spoken proficiency and skills, as it determined the success of classroom 

instruction. In addition, teachers believed that different teaching strategies should 

be utilized according to disciplines. 

3.5 Summary 

This chapter has provided a discussion of the theoretical frameworks that 

were related to constructing the current study as well as a systematical review of 

EMI research of teachers’ perceptions and concerns at different educational levels. 

When probing the current literature on EMI research, it is evident that research in 

Europe overwhelmed research conducted in Asia, not only the quantity, but also 

the quality in terms of scopes covering EMI. Emphasis was given to the East Asia 

region, especially in Greater China, and relevant studies within mainland China 

were also discussed and investigated in a detailed manner. However, there is still 

a severe lack of related studies on the university teachers’ perceptions of EMI 

practices at the tertiary level, let alone any specific or updated studies for the 

transnational university context in this country. Considering the paucity of this 

line of EMI research, its further investigation was considered to be sorely needed. 

Thus, the current study filled this conceptual gap by looking into teachers’ 

perceptions of EMI at one comprehensive university in China. 
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Chapter 4 Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter details the methodological aspects of the research. It discusses 

the context, participants, instruments, ethics, and the evaluation of the research 

design. It also describes the analytical methods of the qualitative content analysis 

and the procedure of the data analysis for themes and codes. The aim of this 

research was to empirically investigate university teachers’ perspectives around 

EMI transnational HE, the actual EMI practices, and policy and language support 

in the university classrooms. Thus, in this chapter, I also explain the suitability of 

a case study that was adopted to answer the research questions for the current 

study. 

4.2 Framing the Research as an Interpretive Worldview 

“When researchers operate from different frameworks, their results will not 

be readily interpretable by or meaningful to each other” (Patton, 2002, p. 134). A 

researcher’s philosophical position of ontology and epistemology influences how 

the research is carried out and various means in order to prove the research is of 

reliable quality (Rogier, 2012). Among three different research paradigms, which 

are Positivism, Interpretivism, and Criticism respectively, each serves a specific 

purpose of the research orientated within it. For positivism, it assumes that the 

truth exists in the natural world, focuses on “one cause, one effect” relationship 

for different topics, and shows a predictable tendency in the future (Rehman & 
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Alharthi, 2016). The methods used are quantitative instruments, which emphasize 

the inquiry as “systematic, rigorous, focused, and tightly controlled, involving 

precise measurement and producing reliable and replicable data that is 

generalizable to other contexts” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 34).  

Interpretivism, in contrast, rejects the concept that an independent truth 

exists in both natural and human worlds. Instead, scholars believe that reality 

cannot be deprived of socially constructed contexts and individuals are part of 

ongoing process of the activities (Rogier, 2012). The goal of interpretivism is to 

understand the complexity of the social phenomena “through the eyes of the 

participants rather than the researcher” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007, p. 21), 

which is embedded in the contexts. Unlike the positivist paradigm which adopts 

quantitative techniques, interpretivists employ qualitative methods to generate 

data, which are mostly verbal rather than statistical. Data collection methods, for 

instance, include various means of interviews, observations, fieldnotes and 

documents, etc.  

This research adopted interpretivistic methodologies, as it sought to 

investigate and gain deeper understanding of a specific context, i.e., a 

transnational EMI university in China. University teachers were investigated 

through qualitative research instruments to explore their perceptions of a 

transnational EMI university, EMI practices, and EMI policy and language 
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support. These multi-layers of realities, outcomes and regulations of EMI are all 

constructed as parts or elements in an interpretivistic way to produce knowledge. 

4.3 Research Questions 

English has been increasingly more influential, as it becomes the dominant 

choice of language (Jenkins, 2014) and the internationalization of HE sectors. In 

the meantime, the desire to join the global competition further contributes to the 

rapid growth of EMI in higher education around the world. With this study, I 

aspired to understand the EMI issues within the context of transnational HE in 

China more systematically, especially when I examined the issue under study 

from the perspective of a researcher, not a full-time postgraduate student in this 

thesis. The main focus of this research was to empirically investigate how 

university teachers perceive and practice EMI at a Sino-UK transnational 

university, which is pseudonymously named as University X.  

The research was designed to address the following three research 

questions: 

1. How do the teachers consider EMI transnational HE? 

2. What are the teachers’ perceived EMI practices at University X? 

3. What beliefs do the teachers hold towards EMI policy and English 

language support at University X? 
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4.4 Research Design – Case Study Approach 

Yin (1993, 2018) viewed a case study as an empirical inquiry, “investigating 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context and addresses a situation in 

which the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” 

(Yin, 1993, p. 59). Moreover, Merriam’s (2009) definition featured the case study 

research as an object, which focused on a specific thing and that the outcomes of a 

study should be both empirical and descriptive. On the contrary, Stake (1995) 

viewed the case study from an interpretivist/constructivist’s perspective, focusing 

on what was studied (the case), instead of how it was studied (the method). 

Moreover, Stake (1995, p. xi) believed case study research was “the study of the 

particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity 

within important circumstances”. Following the interpretivistic nature of my 

research philosophy, the methodological approach adopted was Stake’s (1995) 

standing of case study approach, which is often seen as being purely qualitative. 

4.4.1 Case Study 

Dörnyei (2007, p. 38) proposed that “qualitative research is concerned with 

subjective opinions, experiences and feelings of individuals and thus the explicit 

goal of research is to explore the participants’ views of the situation being 

studied”. Meanwhile, Casanave (2015) also recognized that if researchers wanted 

to gain deeper understanding of an individual or a research site (a class, a program 

or even an institute), with the aims to interpret the specific situation rather than to 

experiment, hypothesize and generalize, then a case study in a qualitative 
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approach would be appropriate to accomplish the task. This study chose one 

transnational HE institution in China as a single case to focus on, investigating 

perceptions of university teachers on transnational EMI university education, the 

actual EMI practices in the university classroom, as well as the university 

language policy and language support to enhance the effectiveness of EMI 

implementation. I tried to gain more detailed information from the participants, 

allowing them to freely express their concerns towards issues that might be more 

related to their own fields. Johnson (1992, p. 84) described “the purpose of case 

study is to understand the complexity and dynamic nature of the particular entity, 

and to discover systematic connections among experiences, behaviors, and 

relevant features of the context”. Therefore, the case study design was essential to 

this research, emphasizing on the actual EMI practice from the participants’ views 

as well as providing information-rich data which could be used for teaching 

implications and recommendations (Cohen et al., 2007; Freebody, 2003). There 

were several advantages to choosing case study approach for this research. Duff 

(2008) listed the following features: 

By concentrating on the behavior of one individual or a small number of 

individuals (or characteristics of sites), it is possible to conduct a very thorough 

analysis (a thick or rich description) of the case and to include triangulated 

perspectives from other participants or observers. (Duff, 2008, p. 43) 
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Since the case study approach adopts various data collection methods, such 

as observations, interviews, and field notes, considerable primary data (interview 

transcripts, classroom discourse, participants’ reflection journals and researchers’ 

memos) could be obtained. These large quantities of data provide researchers with 

meaningful and crucial outputs to present and interpret in the later stage. Thus, not 

only does case study research offer information-rich data to analyze, but it also 

assures moderate to high reliability given its triangulation of the perceptions from 

others who are involved in the research. 

In this study, I was particularly interested in understanding what happens in 

the transnational HE context. The data collected, the analysis of the data and 

discussion of the findings could be adopted as a reference for similar contexts. 

However, I was most concerned about how these EMI programs could be 

improved. Analyzing the case of University X could have been helpful to enhance 

the effectiveness of EMI instruction within the institution studied. Predictably, 

this could also improve EMI practices in other transnational universities in China. 

4.5 Research Methods 

This research adopted three data collection methods in the interpretivist 

methodology. These included classroom observations, one-on-one semi-structured 

interviews and document analysis, and each method served a distinctive purpose. 

The sequence of the methods was arranged in a specific order, starting from 

classroom observations first, followed by one-on-one semi-structured interviews 
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and finally supplemented by document analysis. As I was an outsider of 

University X, who either had not approached EMI learning for over a decade, 

classroom observations provided me with a general impression of actual EMI 

practices in an authentic university classroom setting, as this research instrument 

offered insights and key issues around EMI practices in the university classroom. 

Thus, observations played a major role in identifying key themes and codes for 

the follow-up interviews.  

I mainly relied on in-depth one-on-one interviews, as they were crucial to 

explore “participants’ identities, experiences, beliefs, and orientations toward a 

range of phenomena” (Talmy, 2010, p. 128). Documents were selected as a 

supplementary tool to evaluate the impact of focal university language policy 

towards EMI practices in the classroom. Figure 4.1 below shows the logical 

relationship of these three data collection methods. The design of such sequence 

was based upon the consideration of my position as the sole investigator in the 

current study. As I was an outsider of the research site, it became crucial for me to 

get more familiar with the EMI practices as well as the research participants at 

University X. Thus, I managed to identify many useful ideas by observing various 

classes covering all disciplines, which were proposed in the later semi-structured 

interviews with the teacher participants. In this sense, the classroom observations 

provided me with vital insights and input to design and conduct the individual 

interviews. 
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Figure 4.1  

The Logic Relationship of Data Collection Methods 

4.5.1 The Context 

The research chose a Sino-UK transnational university (University X) as the 

research site. It is a by-product of the open-door policy in transnational HE back 

in 2004 and has a history of more than a decade. University X was the result of an 

international cooperation between a research-led UK university and a prestigious 

Chinese university. The university offered dual degrees for all levels of study: 

bachelor, postgraduate master, and PhD degrees. After inheriting both 

collaborative universities’ strengths, it had a research reputation in science, 

engineering, and management disciplines. At the time of the research, this 

university had 18 departments and schools and 3 independent research centers. 

Starting from only 100 students for the first intake a decade ago, it has over 

10,000 students now representing 50 countries and, hence, has become one of the 
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largest transnational universities in China. As for the staff population, when this 

research was undertaken, there were more than 700 academic staff members with 

over 300 supportive and administrative officers all around the world. 

The university had some unique characteristics, compared to other Chinese 

or transnational universities. First, although this Sino-UK transnational university 

was an international university in China with a mission of internationalization, 

most undergraduates were Chinese L1 students who were recruited via the 

Gaokao examination system. Nonetheless, there was no EMI training for these 

students prior to joining University X. As noted by Ruan and Chen (2017, p. 204), 

they were “largely ill-prepared in English academic literacy for meeting the 

demands of studying the disciplinary subjects in English”. This inevitably brought 

challenges to the university content teachers when teaching took place in a 

complete EMI environment. Moreover, there was also an equal footing between 

the academic strength and the leadership from both UK and Chinese partners, 

which was a delicate balance for the governance team in the board of University 

X - 5 representatives from the Chinese University and 4 from its UK partner (Yi, 

2013). Such characteristics implies that there would not have been any 

predisposition of preference or even ideology choosing one language over another 

as an MOI, compared to some of the transnational institutions predominated by 

EMI only. Thus, it was ideal for me to explore the perceptions of EMI, at least in 

a relatively objective position with no external influence from the university 

management. 
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4.5.2 Participants 

Participants in this study included both content teachers and university 

managers working at the focal university. Purposeful sampling was adopted in this 

research to ensure that the participants could “understand the central 

phenomenon” (Creswell, 2014, p. 228). For the university content teachers, they 

held a doctoral degree from overseas universities where English was the MOI. 

This ensured that they were academically competent to produce “information 

rich” data (Patton, 2002, p. 169). Meanwhile, these participants must have worked 

at least two years in the research site by the time of the research, as this onsite 

requirement ensured they had sufficient knowledge of EMI. They also needed to 

teach at least one course, as such arrangement determined that the participants 

were front-line practitioners, who could share their first-hand experiences. For 

university managers, they held managerial positions at University X. The rationale 

was that I was intrigued to know perspectives from the decision-makers whose 

ideological standpoints might differ from those front-line content teachers. 

Besides the academic criteria described above, they must have been at least a 

director of a division or above, preferably a head of department or even the 

university president. 

4.5.3 Piloting the Study 

I decided to administer a pilot study including an observation session for 

Year Four accounting major, and a focus group interview after the class. Although 

piloting was more useful in quantitative study than qualitative one, Dörnyei (2007) 

admitted that “a research study also needs a dress rehearsal to ensure the high 
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quality (in terms of reliability and validity) of the outcomes in the specific 

context” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 75). The rationale for piloting a classroom 

observation was that I could acquire a better understanding of authentic EMI 

teaching and learning environment in the site, warranting the validity of the 

research from the beginning. Poon (2000) argued that “language use in the 

classroom, language proficiency, interaction, classroom dynamics and learning” 

were the emphases in the pilot classroom observation (Poon 2000, p. 38). The 

reasons for piloting a focus group interview are twofold. First, the main purpose 

was to optimize the quality of the interview questions in case the instruments were 

too complicated for the interviewees (Karakas, 2016). In the initial pilot, four 

groups of six students from the accounting class were interviewed, addressing the 

relevant questions and issues raised from the previous course, and the students 

shared their experiences, especially their learning difficulties when studying in an 

EMI environment. They also linked the problems with their previous English 

learning in the high school. Secondly, the pilot would also affect the effectiveness 

of in-depth individual interviews with the teacher participants at the later stage.  

4.5.4 Data Collection Procedure 

Initial planning for data collection was carried out in December 2017 before 

gaining the approval from the Committee on the Use of Human and Animal 

Subjects in Teaching and Research of Hong Kong Baptist University. Upon 

approval, the data collection formally started in March 2018 and finished in 

December 2018. Prior to the actual data collection procedures, I first made a list 



 

64 

 

of potential course instructors and emailed them to invite for an individual 

interview. There were two options for teacher participants to choose which they 

decided upon their availability: both classroom observation and individual 

interview after the class, or only an individual interview when classroom 

observation was inappropriate or unavailable. For a nine months’ period, six 

research visits were conducted at University X at different times. Details of the 

interviews and observations in the individual research visit are shown in Table 4.1 

below. 
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Table 4.1  

Detailed Information for the Six Research Visits 

Research Visit Dates Observations Interviews Notes 

First trip, December 

6, 2017 

Advanced Auditing 1 

(O1) 

T2  Getting a general 

impression of EMI 

practice at University 

X 

Second trip, 

December 12-13, 

2017 

Advanced Auditing 2 

and 3 (O2-3) 

None Gaining a deeper 

understanding by 

repeating the same 

class with T2 

Third trip, March 

13-15, 2018 

Sustainable 

Engineering 1 and 2 

(O4-5) 

T3, T5, T6 Observing the master 

classes while keeping 

interviewing the 

participants 

Fourth trip, May 8-9, 

2018 

None T4, T7, T8 Focusing solely on 

interviewing 

participants 

Fifth trip, November 

20-22, 2018 

Agenda Setting for 

Communication 1 

and 2 (O6-7) 

T11, T13 Starting to explore 

the perspectives from 

university senior 

managers 

Sixth trip, November 

28-30, 2018 

Introduction to Close 

Reading (O8), 

Introduction to Film 

and Television (O9) 

T9, T10, T12, T14 Gaining a key 

university leader’s 

interview data 

Notes: I interviewed T1 when he attended a conference in Hong Kong on January 

9, 2018.  

4.5.5 Classroom Observations 

Dörnyei (2007) proposed that observation data allows researchers to directly 

witness what people do and act rather than what they speak, as sometimes what 

they say may be deceptive. It was also in line with Spolsky’s (2004) language 

policy framework, in which he argued that language practices were concerned 

with an individual’s actual behaviors when using EMI. In order to ensure the 

validity and triangularity of the data obtained as well, some classes were repeated 
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more than once. The rationale of repeating the observations for one lecture more 

than once was that I tried to get more familiar with the students of the same class 

gaining more mutual trust between me and them (e.g., O1-3), as well as to 

understand more about the EMI practices at postgraduate levels given the fact that 

the other observations were all undergraduate classes (e.g., O4-5). At the end of 

the data collection, I managed to observe 9 classes with varied class duration 

ranging from 60 to 120 minutes for different classes, covering Humanities, Social 

Sciences and Science and Technology disciplines.  

My observations followed Creswell’s (2014) comprehensive summary of 

Data Collection Approaches for Observations. I decided to conduct the 

observations and gather the fieldnotes by “first observing as an ‘outsider’, then 

participating in the setting and observing as an ‘insider’” (Creswell, 2014, p. 235). 

The main reason for changing observational roles was due to the increased 

familiarity with the teachers and the students. As an outsider, I was not 

familiarized with the EMI situation and practices at University X and, thus, I did 

not participate in the class activities at the beginning of the observation sessions. 

Gradually, it was apparent that after two observation sessions (e.g., O1-2), I felt 

more natural and confident being present in the EMI classrooms, which helped me 

gain a deeper insight into the foregrounded EMI issues.  

Dörnyei (2007) summarized that observation data could allow researchers to 

directly witness what people do and act rather than refer to what they speak. This 



 

67 

 

is also in line with language practices - one of the three components from 

Spolsky’s (2004) language policy, in which he argued that language practices 

were concerned with individual’s actual behaviors when using the language. 

Therefore, as informed by the theoretical framework, the first focus was that I 

tried to explore both teachers’ and students’ practices in the EMI classroom, 

although all transnational universities claim to be “genuinely in EMI mode”. 

Based on the above considerations, I mainly emphasized the following aspects for 

teachers: 

⬧ Teachers’ linguistic competence to deliver the content knowledge through 

English 

⬧ Teachers’ interactions with the students 

⬧ Collaborations with language specialists in the content classes 

As for students, I paid particular attention to the following aspects: 

⬧ Students’ linguistic competence to learn the content knowledge through 

English 

⬧ Students’ interactions with the teachers and their peers 

Finally, I observed nine EMI classes. Details of the classroom observations are 

shown in Table 4.2 below. 
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Table 4.2 

Details for Class Observations 

Class Name Teacher Level Category Type Time/Date 

Advanced Auditing 1 (O1) T2 Bachelor 

Year 4 

Social 

Sciences 

Tutorial December 

6, 2017, 

9:00-10:00 

am 

Advanced Auditing 2 (O2) T2 Bachelor 

Year 4 

Social 

Sciences 

Tutorial December 

12, 2017, 

9:00-10:00 

am 

Advanced Auditing 3 (O3) T2 Bachelor 

Year 4 

Social 

Sciences 

Tutorial December 

13, 2017, 

9:00-10:00 

am 

Sustainable Engineering 1 

(O4) 

T3 Taught 

Master 

Science and 

Technology 

Lecture March 13, 

2018, 

9:00-11:00 

am 

Sustainable Engineering 2 

(O5) 

T3 Taught 

Master 

Science and 

Technology 

Seminar March 13, 

2018, 

11:00-13:0

0 am 

Agenda Setting for 

Communication 1 (O6) 

T9 Bachelor 

Year 3 

Social 

Sciences 

Lecture November 

20, 2018, 

9:00-11:00 

am 

Agenda Setting for 

Communication 2 (O7) 

T9 Bachelor 

Year 3 

Social 

Sciences 

Seminar November 

22, 2018, 

9:00-11:00 

am 

Introducing to Close 

Reading (O8) 

T5 Bachelor 

Year 2 

Humanities Lecture November 

30, 2018, 

10:00-11:0

0 am 

Intro to Film and 

Television (O9) 

T10 Bachelor 

Year 2 

Social 

Sciences 

Seminar November 

30, 2018, 

3:00-5:00 

pm 
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4.5.6 Interviews 

In-depth or semi-structured interviews were adopted, as they offer 

opportunities to understand the learning process and the factors influencing it 

(Duff, 2008). Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey (2011) summarized the following three 

major advantages that in-depth individual interviews possess. First, they can 

narrate about interviewees’ lives and the data can be tape-recorded and 

transcribed for data analysis. Also, they can explore and identifies the subjective 

characteristics of the interviewees, allowing the researcher to make a better sense 

of the story from the interviewee. Finally, they can investigate interviewees’ 

perspectives and perceptions within an explicit context. 

My interview schedule was semi-structured with open-ended questions 

based on my interview guide (see APPENDIX 1, p. 216). The general issues 

explored during the interviews were: 

⬧ Perceptions of EMI transnational university (distinctive features, its students, 

etc.) 

⬧ Perceptions of EMI practices (teachers’ and students’ English proficiency, 

main issues, challenges, and problems) 

⬧ Perceptions of EMI policy and language support 

All the interviews were audio-recorded using a digital recording device. To 

ensure that the interview participants would be informed of the research purpose 

and aims, I sent a subsequent email to those who agreed to be interviewed, 
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reminding them of the time and location with an attached copy of their informed 

consent. At the beginning of each interview, I provided the hard copy of the 

consent to be signed and double checked with the participants about the research 

and terms of consent before starting the interview process.  

The interviews lasted between 45 minutes to 1 hour. The length depended 

on the time to cover elements in the interview guide and on how much the 

participants discussed about their own subject areas. In the end, 11 university 

content-based teachers and 3 university managers (T1-14) were able to have an 

in-depth individual interview in various locations, such as classrooms, offices, 

coffee shops and university hostel lobby restaurants. Among those 14 interviewed 

participants, shown in Table 4.3, besides their academic positions in various 

disciplinary areas, three of them held different university administrative and 

leadership roles (T1, T13 and T14), including head of department, college dean 

and university executive president. The rationale for uneven number of the two 

types of the interview participants (11 content teachers and 3 university leaders) 

lies in the feasibility of purposeful sampling in the research site. It was evident 

that the number of content instructors overwhelmed the university managers at 

University X, making the research impossible to invite for the even number of 

participants from both sides. Table 4.3 also includes the countries in which the 

participants were born and the linguistic category which they belonged to.  
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As for the transcription, the same language was adopted for both the 

interviews and transcriptions. Nevertheless, English translation was provided if 

the transcript was in the Chinese language (mainly from student participants who 

preferred Chinese to express their ideas more clearly) for data analysis. The 

interview transcripts (see an example in APPENDIX 2, p. 217) were then 

transcribed into textual data and stored in software package Altas.ti (version 8) for 

further coding and analysis.  

Table 4.3 

Teacher Participants’ Profiles 

Participants Role Department/School Birth Country Category 

T1* Dean Education England Native Speaker 

T2 Lecturer Auditing France Non-native 

Speaker 

T3 Lecturer Civil Engineering Poland Non-native 

Speaker 

T4 Associate 

Professor 

Biological Sciences Germany Non-native 

Speaker 

T5 Lecturer English Studies Scotland Native Speaker 

T6 Lecturer China Studies Serbia Non-native 

Speaker 

T7 Associate 

Professor 

Mathematics Netherlands Non-native 

Speaker 

T8 Lecturer Industrial Design Netherlands Non-native 

Speaker 

T9 Lecturer Film and TV Arts Netherlands Non-native 

Speaker 

T10 Lecturer Film and TV Arts USA Native Speaker 

T11 Associate 

Professor 

International 

Relations 

Italy Non-native 

Speaker 

T12 Lecturer Film and TV Arts Italy Non-native 

Speaker 

T13* Head Education China Chinese Speaker 

T14* Executive 

President 

Education China Chinese Speaker 
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Note: * indicates the participant also held university leadership role 

4.5.7 Review of University Documents 

Karakas (2016) suggested that by analyzing the university’s English 

language policy documents, the researcher could evaluate what ideological 

underpinning was behind the curtain of the intended language practices. Besides 

direct classroom observations, document analysis could be employed as a useful 

tool, and this collaboration with other research methods was also seen as the 

triangulation of the data sources to converge, combine and validate the findings 

(Karakas, 2016). The present study analyzed the official publications on the 

university websites, and in other public domains, especially for topics on language 

policy and practices, as it tried to describe and understand the influences of 

language policy towards the actual EMI practice. 

Two types of documents were collected, categorized as visible and the 

“invisible” types. As the focus of the study was on perceptions of EMI 

transnational university and practices in the classes, documents of the university 

policy on EMI were essential. These documents were made available online from 

the university website and, thus, they were marked as visible documents in the 

sense of being publicly accessible. These included: 

⬧ the 2016-2017 undergraduate education quality report 

⬧ academic advising policy 

⬧ domestic undergraduate prospectus (2018) 
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⬧ international undergraduate/postgraduate prospectus (2018)  

⬧ postgraduate taught master’s admissions policy (2018) 

⬧ postgraduate research students handbook (2017) 

⬧ student charter for University X  

⬧ Ministry of Education regulations for transnational university 

This would make clear of the findings from the data collected from the other 

research instruments, especially on language ideologies, since documents 

reflected ideology and standpoints from the institution. Writings of the university, 

especially on EMI practice and policy, were collected before the data analysis.  

As for those “invisible” ones, they were collected simultaneously with other 

data collection methods. For instance, during the interviews with some teachers, 

they provided me with additional information to clarify their opinions and 

standpoints, namely departmental magazines, publications, and pamphlets and so 

much more. Similarly, for some classroom observations, the course instructors 

distributed course handbooks, supplementary materials, in-class reading, and 

rubrics for assignments. In addition, students also provided me with their 

PowerPoint slides, lecture notes and writings and assignments for the courses. 

Finally, there was one crucial document of the future plan of University X when 

interviewing the executive president. 
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4.6 Data Analysis 

4.6.1 Analytical Method of Qualitative Data Analysis 

I decided to adopt qualitative content analysis (QCA) as the method of data 

analysis. QCA is described as “a research method for the subjective interpretation 

of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding 

and identify themes or patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). The rationale 

for using this analytical method is that it particularly focuses on distinctive themes, 

which allows the researcher to extract and “illustrate the range of the meanings of 

the phenomenon” (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009, p. 309). Dörnyei (2007) believed 

QCA is on the latent level, which “concerns a second-level, interpretive analysis 

of the underlying deeper meaning of the data” (p. 246). Given that QCA pays 

particular attention to the content or contextual meaning of the data (Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005; Tesch, 1990), and its frequent use for analysis of interview 

transcripts (Marvasti, 2019; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009), it was, thus, adopted to 

analyze data from the observations, teachers’ interviews and documents in order 

to gain a deeper understanding of the latent meaning of the context. As for the 

analytical process, Dörnyei (2007, p. 246) suggested four phases: 1) transcribing 

the data; 2) pre-coding and coding; 3) growing ideas; and 4) interpreting the data 

and draw conclusions. Similarly, Creswell (2014) further elaborated and expanded 

into six major steps, most of which also overlap with Dörnyei’s (2007) procedures. 

In his analysis, the researcher collects the data by setting up files containing 

digital or audio materials and then prepares for analysis through transcribing the 
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data into texts. Later, the researcher reads through data in order to gain a general 

sense of the transcriptions which helps him or her to code the data. These actions 

include locating the recurrent text segments and putting codes to label them. 

Finally, the codes are used for descriptions and themes in the research reports 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 261). Thus, the analysis of this research followed these steps. 

4.6.2 Analyzing Observation Data 

The aim of the observations was to explore EMI practices including 

teaching and learning in the classroom setting. In this sense, I particularly 

emphasized the language use in class, language proficiency, interaction, 

classroom dynamics and learning. Merriam (1988) listed five things to observe: 1. 

setting; 2. participants; 3. activities and interactions; 4. frequency and duration; 

and 5. subtle factors, in which No. 3 served better for the purpose of the current 

study, as I tried to explore issues in the university EMI classes for further 

discussion with the participating teachers. Immediately after each observed 

session, I summarized the field notes into a one-page classroom observation report 

using Analysis Protocol of Classroom Observation (see APPENDIX 3, p. 225). 

When drafting these reports, I paid special attention to the EMI practices in the 

observed classes, illustrating these foregrounded scenarios in the reports for 

further analysis. In the actual coding, I inserted my comments and personal 

reflections in the reports (see APPENDIX 4, p. 226) to give preliminary analysis 

towards the foregrounded issues. Thus, themes and codes were designed relying 

on these issues and reflection from the reports. In the end, two major themes were 
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categorized with 10 final codes in total. Table 4.4 details the main themes and 

codes from the observations. 

Table 4.4 

Main Themes and Codes of Classroom Observations 

Themes                             Codes 

Teachers’ performance in EMI 1. Proficiency in English 

2. Teaching materials/PowerPoint 

Slides 

3. Student reaction 

4. Co-teaching with language tutor 

5. Self-evaluation and peer review 

Students’ performance in EMI 1. In-class discussion 

2. Interaction with peers 

3. Interaction with teachers 

4. Presentation skills 

5. In-class improvised writing 

 

4.6.3 Analyzing Interview Data 

Due to the large amount of information in the data collection as well as the 

ease of the workload, I decided to invite a student helper to work as my research 

assistant for the transcriptions. Barry, who was a Year 3 Business English major at 

the time of writing from Binzhou University, China, was employed. He went 

through the initial process of data transcription and the data that he transcribed 

were cross checked by me and the teacher participants to ensure the accuracy. 

Meanwhile, I oversaw all data sets eventually and had frequent communications 

with him. In the end, I transformed all the interview data into full textual data with 

the help of my research assistant. When conducting the secondary transcription, I 

obtained a general impression of the focus of each interview, allowing me to get 
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more familiar with the data before embarking on the actual analysis. For 

pre-coding and main coding, I adopted the method of manual color coding during 

the pre-coding stage, and then the method of electronic coding via a software 

program during the main stage to warrant reliability. After keeping all the textual 

data into Atlas.ti (version 8) for computerized facilitation, I started pre-coding 

process by reading through all the data to “obtain a general sense” (Creswell, 

2014, p. 267). By using Atlas.ti (version 8), I created memos, links, and 

annotations between different parts of the data to help me explore the ideas and to 

compare and contrast the participants’ perceptions. By using manual analysis, I 

was able to visualize and foreground those important segments in the datasets, 

which might have been useful for actual coding. I started coding by referring to 

my interview guide with an emphasis on EMI practices, ideology/beliefs and 

language policy and support. In line with Karakas’s (2016) procedures and my 

own research agendas, I carried out the coding of the individual semi-structured 

interviews in both bottom-up (data-driven) and top-down (pre-established codes) 

ways. Some codes were designed according to the interview guide prior to the 

interviews, while the emergent codes during the various interview sessions 

presented new ideas, perceptions, and insights, which had not been considered or 

informed in the interview guide. Both types of these codes contributed to the data 

are discussed in the finding chapter of this thesis. 

After the first round of coding, 67 free codes were identified (see 

APPENDIX 5, p. 228), which could be combined and further categorized into a 
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framework. For the second round, I managed to reduce the number by searching 

for the similarity of these free codes. In the end, I identified 15 final major codes 

(see APPENDIX 6, p. 229) were clustered into three main overarching themes, 

and the details are shown as follows in Table 4.5 

Table 4.5 

Main Themes and Codes for Interviews 

Themes Codes 

Perceptions of Transnational EMI 

Higher Education 

1. Differences between transnational 

university and Chinese university 

2. Views on internationalizing Chinese 

HE 

3. Perceptions of EMI in transnational 

university 

4. Views on EMI Chinese students 

5. Understanding of a good 

student/graduate in transnational HE 

6. Suggestions for EMI transnational HE 

Perceptions of EMI Practices 1. Students’ performance in EMI class 

2. L2 lecturers’ ideology 

3. Challenges in EMI 

4. Strategies in EMI 

5. Perceptions of L1 codeswitching 

Perceptions of EMI policy and 

Language Support  

1. Perceptions of university EMI policy 

2. Views on EAP 

3. Views on language support in the 

academic year 

4. Perceptions of language center 

4.7 Ethics 

Ethical issues are inevitable in social sciences research, especially topics 

around education which are concerned with people’s lives in the society. As 

witnessed by Punch (2005), social sciences research usually explores people’s 

views, personal experiences, ideological concerns, so might harm the participants’ 
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or the research site’s reputation. Bearing this in mind, Dörnyei (2007, p. 64) 

reminded the potential “clash between the researcher’s and the participants’ 

interests”, and if it really happens, the researchers should be aware of the 

priorities and decided whether the research should be continued if the value of the 

subjects was potentially threatened by the research (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2007). When thinking about the ethical issues in my study, I seriously considered 

the risks as well as the benefits. There were very few risks in my research. I 

evaluated the cost (the time to be interviewed) against the possible benefits of this 

research (suggestions on improvement in EMI for transnational HE) and, thus, 

determined that the study was valuable.  

Then, I considered the ethic processes including designing the informed 

consent, ensuring the anonymity and confidentiality, and minimizing risks to the 

participants. As required by Hong Kong Baptist University, I submitted an 

application for “the Use of Human & Animal Subjects in Teaching & Research” 

to the Graduate School containing a brief description of the research, information 

on informed consent and the confidentiality of the subjects and terms to conduct 

or withdraw from the research, along with some preliminary interview questions 

(See APPENDIX 7, p. 232). The approval to conduct my research from the 

Committee on the Use of Human and Animal Subjects in Teaching and Research 

was granted on February 13th, 2018. After receiving the approval, formal 

permission was sought to conduct the research at the case study institution from 
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the University Ethics Office. After reviewing all the relevant documents 

submitted, permission was given to begin data collection in the same month.  

Meanwhile, prior to the classroom observations and interviews, I attached 

the informed consent and relevant ethic documents in the initial correspondence 

with the teachers, providing necessary assurance that no specific names, nor 

would any personal information be disclosed in the study, so as to ensure no 

potential harm would be brought to the teacher participants. After gaining their 

confirmation via email correspondences, the data collection for classroom 

observations and interviews commenced. 

4.8 Limitations of the Study 

It is crucial to bear in mind the limitations in any research. In this study, 

methodological limitations were identified in some parts of the methods during 

the research procedures. 

4.8.1 The Context 

Although the overarching aim of this study was to explore the teachers’ 

perceptions of EMI in transnational EMI universities, because of its nature and 

limited timeframe, this study was conducted in one transnational EMI university 

(University X) in mainland China and the findings were drawn from the 

investigation of 11 university teachers and 3 university managers. Hence, it is 

difficult to generalize the whole EMI transnational HE in China, based on the 

empirical study from just one institution. Presently, there are several Sino-UK 
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universities, Sino-US universities, Sino-HK universities, and a Sino-Russia 

university in China. Each may be different in its university culture and goals, 

teaching and learning styles, as well as teachers’ backgrounds. Thus, the results of 

this study may not be applicable to others, although they may provide insights into 

this particular EMI context and possibly be of value in gaining increased 

knowledge of similar situations in transnational higher education in mainland 

China where university teachers have educational backgrounds and EMI teaching 

experiences similar to the participants in this study.  

4.8.2 Sampling 

There was a limitation in the methods employed. I mainly relied upon 

semi-structured individual interviews to report on participants’ thoughts, opinions 

and rationales for issues raised in the observed EMI classes. A mixed approach 

consisting of both quantitative and qualitative methods may have been more 

appropriate. Second, for classroom observations, there was not any satisfactory 

observation protocol, so I had to use my field notes to search for any noticeable 

EMI issues in the classes inductively. In addition, there was a limited number of 

participants in the study due to the inaccessibility to some of the potential 

participants, so I only targeted a small number of teachers from different 

departments. Perhaps a larger group of EMI stakeholders with more diverse 

backgrounds may have gained a better understanding of their perceptions 

regarding EMI practices and other issues in the transnational university context.  
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4.9 Evaluation of the Study 

Although every research study had limitations (Punch, 2005), and the 

limitations have been discussed above in Section 4.8, it was still crucial to use 

certain criteria to assess whether the design of this research was valid or not. 

Validity, reliability and objectivity were frequently adopted as indicators 

measuring the value of the study, although in qualitative research, these are not 

that explicit compared to the quantitative ones. Poon (2000) listed three distinctive 

elements of case study research, where quantitative criteria did not fit in the case 

study research. First, as the purpose of a case study was to understand a 

phenomenon in depth, purposive sampling was often adopted and thus the inquiry 

could not be generalized. Furthermore, it was impossible to replicate as the case 

was a unique one. Finally, a case study was usually executed by an individual for 

data collection and analysis, which was based upon his or her own interpretation, 

and it was not the consideration of a qualitative study for objectivity. In 

consideration of inappropriateness, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) proposed 

four-itemed alternative evaluation constructs: credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability, which also suited the needs of the present study 

for evaluation.  

4.9.1 Credibility 

In Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) category for credibility, they listed pronged 

engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case 

analysis, referential adequacy and member checks. For the current study, whether 
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the design of research could address the research questions adequately was of the 

primary consideration. As the emphasis of the research was on university 

teachers’ perceptions of EMI regarding the implementation and effectiveness as 

well as the influences, a qualitative case study was more appropriate than a 

quantitative research design. Therefore, this study adopted some of the strategies 

mentioned above to achieve the true value through referential adequacy, 

triangulation and member checks. First, as mentioned previously Sections 4.5.5 

and 4.6.2, all the interviews were audio-taped and the fieldnotes in each classroom 

observation were summarized into observation reports. Second, for triangulation 

of the data, the study interviewed different types of participants of different 

positions with different standpoints: university managers, course instructors 

(Chinese and foreign), and some students (Chinese and foreign, undergraduates 

and postgraduates) in private. Meanwhile, the research adopted multiple data 

collection methods: classroom observation, individual in-depth interviews and 

documents. As for triangulation of the investigators and theories, this was a 

doctoral study of a sole researcher. Although there were two frameworks in the 

current study, both (language policy and language ideology) referred to the similar 

route, which might be one of the limitations of the research. Finally, all the 

classroom observation reports, and interview transcripts were returned to the 

participants for member checking. 
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4.9.2 Transferability 

In order to enhance the transferability of the study, the researcher must 

provide a detailed description including the context, the theoretical frameworks, 

the data and data collection and analysis methods (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, cf. 

Poon, 2000). Meanwhile, the findings of the study could be used as a reference for 

other studies to compare in the similar topics. For the current study, there was a 

thick description of 1) the context of EMI situation in Chinese HE; 2) EMI in 

Sino-foreign universities; 3) how EMI perception emerged as an issue and 4) how 

the current EMI perception study addressed the issue. In Chapter Three, there was 

also detailed explanation of the theoretical frameworks and in Chapter Four, the 

design of the research was provided in detail. Moreover, this was a unique 

transnational university where the two cooperative parties were both prestigious 

universities from UK and China, making this study particularly insightful for HE 

international cooperation between elite universities in the future. 

4.9.3 Dependability 

“As long as the results make sense - i.e. consistency, the study is ‘reliable’” 

(Poon, 2000, p. 48). In her book, Poon emphasized the following aspects: A) the 

elements measuring credibility could also be adopted for enhancing dependability, 

such as the triangulation of research instruments for data collection and analysis, 

and comprehension of research enquiries, theories, the context of the research site 

and data collection methods; B) the importance of taking down detailed notes on 

the process of inquiry making will also lead to the establishment of dependability. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) coined the concept of audit trail, in which all collected 
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data could be easily trackable, accessible, and retrievable for further inspection. 

For assessing criteria A, a detailed description was provided in the previous 

Credibility subsection 4.9.1, whilst there was data management mechanism to 

fulfill the requirement for criterion B. The investigator kept all interview 

transcripts, classroom observation notes and reports, fieldnotes, reflection 

memoirs for examiners to inspect in the later stage when necessary. The data were 

all dated, categorized and labeled. Meanwhile, steps for primary coding and 

secondary coding were also organized and filed into written document format for 

future checking purpose. 

4.9.4 Confirmability 

Data was more crucial than the experience of a single researcher, as the 

extent of the data and the interpretations of the study were the keys to judge if the 

confirmability was achieved (Poon, 2000). Hence, the design of the research, the 

choices of the research methods, the strategy for sampling, and process for data 

collection and analysis were all needed to be looked into. In the current study, 

detailed explanations for the above-mentioned elements were provided in 

different sections. Although “the making of the observations in the field or asking 

questions in the interview are equally open to the biases of the researcher (Poon, 

2000, p. 49)”, efforts were made to achieve relative objectivity and neutrality, for 

example, a pilot study was conducted before the data collection procedure, to 

make sure the questions that were asked, the issues and occasions that were 

observed both addressed the research questions closely. Second, audit trail could 
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also be regarded as a useful measurement to ensure the establishment of 

confirmability. Lincoln and Guba (1985, cf. Poon, 2000) suggested that a 

thorough description of features in the audit trail was “a key technique”, other 

investigators could determine “whether the findings are grounded in the data, and 

whether inferences based on the data are logical” (Poon, 2000, p. 49). Moreover, 

the investigator had the responsibility to design and execute the research and 

process the data collection and analysis in a transparent and informative manner. 

For the current study, it was mostly a linear process, with some modifications and 

adjustments in different phases. All data were carefully arranged and organized 

for further references. As for the transparency and informing aspects of the 

research process, data collection and analysis, the researcher followed 

LeCompte’s (et al., cf. Poon, 2000) analysis, ensuring all findings were centered 

around Spolsky’s (2004; 2008) language policy and Gal’s (2009) language 

ideology frameworks, and were able to answer the proposed research questions. 

Therefore, the trustworthiness and the truthfulness of the current research 

were achieved. A number of measuring techniques, such as triangulation, cross 

checks by the researcher and participants, thorough descriptions of the data, audit 

trail, were adopted to guarantee that the current study was reliable, and the 

findings were authentic and could be used as references for future study in the 

similar areas. 
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4.10 Conclusion 

This chapter has explained the research framework and design for this study. 

It detailed the data collection procedures, provided a description of the research 

site and the participants and explained the data collection methods and data 

analysis, along with a discussion of the limitations of this study and the evaluation 

of this study. The next chapter presents and analyzes the findings of this research.  
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Chapter 5 Results and Analyses 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of this study. Due to the nature of the 

three research questions, I adopted different data sources to answer them. 

Interview data answered the first research question for teachers’ perceptions of 

EMI universities and students, and combined observation and interview data were 

more appropriate to report the teachers’ perceptions of actual EMI practices, 

including both English proficiency, main challenges, and strategies in EMI. As for 

research question three, both observation and document data worked together with 

the interview data to represent teachers’ perceptions of English language policy 

and language support at University X. Students’ views from the focus group 

interviews of the pilot study and informal interviews after observations were also 

included to supplement the findings. Therefore, the data answered all three 

research questions. 

5.2 Research Question 1: Perceptions of EMI Transnational HE 

Research Question One asked about teachers’ views on this EMI 

transnational HE in China. There were a few interesting aspects that I had 

identified when discussing with the teaching participants in their one-on-one 

interviews. These main aspects were:  
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1) why and in what aspects these EMI transnational universities stand out; 

and  

2) what makes the Chinese students in these universities different.  

In this section, I will first present the reasons provided by the teachers when 

depicting their experiences of working and teaching at University X. The main 

reasons were twofold, but they were closely related to each other: Being an 

innovative and multinational HE provider, this transnational university reshaped 

its Chinese students in the EMI environment, making them unique and distinctive 

for the future. 

5.2.1 Perceptions of an EMI Transnational University 

The views on transnational university were responded by most of the 

interviewees (12 out of 14), as this was always proposed in the beginning of each 

interview session. Among them, T5 and T14 also mentioned Chinese students and 

their characteristics and performance in the transnational HE institutions. Most of 

the participants showed a positive attitude towards transnational university as a 

unique type of HE in this country. For instance, university teachers appraised the 

multinational feature of EMI transnational universities, as they were able to “work 

in different cultures” (T1) and to cooperate with people who were “multicultural, 

representing different viewpoints towards different topics” (T11). Nonetheless, 

the same academic standards and characteristics including emphasis on EMI and 

internationalizing the Chinese HE marked this transnational university education 

as being exceptional. 
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Maintaining the British academic level was the first step that this 

transnational university strived to achieve. What University X promoted was to let 

its students experience the same study environment as was in other 

English-speaking universities. Not only were the teaching faculties seen as the 

experts in their own research fields, but the academic system was also maintained, 

meaning that the academic standard was never compromised. For instance, T3 

pointed out that there existed a screening called “moderation process” at 

University X. As a part of the UK system, the university required all EMI 

teaching materials to go through a rigorous evaluation. He further explained that 

the moderation was audited by three parties: the internal and external moderators 

and the moderator from the partner university who was usually an expert in the 

field. Through uploading all the lecture notes, coursework handbook, and the 

exams for checking, he concluded that “everyone here can assure that these 

standards will be strictly followed”. T5 also supported the idea that University X 

followed genuine British standards, saying that he felt more familiar to fit into the 

working culture there. A possible explanation was probably due to his previous 

doctoral study experience at another EMI transnational university in China. Most 

presumably, as a British scholar himself, he was well informed of how British 

universities preserved their academic practices, so he recognized University X’s 

efforts to maintain its British standards. 

Furthermore, when asked about the major differences in education between 

transnational and Chinese universities, a few teachers mentioned that EMI was 
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particularly emphasized at University X. Unlike other Chinese universities where 

EMI was attempted partially at a small number of degree programs or in parallel 

with CMI, University X carried out EMI teaching and learning in full scale. This 

affected both teachers and students at University X. As many teachers previously 

studied in various English-speaking universities, they were used to working and 

teaching in an EMI environment. One of the main reasons for the preference to 

EMI was that they could present more clearly in English rather than in their own 

mother tongue. A Polish lecturer (T3) explained why English must be “the chosen 

one” for transnational universities of this kind and illustrated with a real-life story 

to reinforce his point at the same time: 

It will be easier to communicate, they know English, you know English. So, it 

is the language of communication. I prefer to make the presentations in English 

than in my native language, because I studied and worked in English speaking 

(country), I was always in English-speaking environment. Last time, I was 

asked to do presentation in (my mother language). And I had, many problems, 

problems to explain myself because I’ve already forgotten (the grammar), I 

don’t know the tense for some things. Some technical things, because those are 

changing, as well (as) you don’t use them. 

Another example was a Serbian teacher (T6) whose research interest was in 

the areas of China-Europe relationship and Chinese foreign policy. He was a 

trilingual speaker: Serbian, Chinese (previously studied in a Chinese university), 
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and English, but he still preferred to using English because “by using it, we are 

talking about the international audience and internationally peer-reviewed 

journals”. He confessed that he did not know how to present his research in a 

conference in his L1, as it was “literally impossible”. What he did not speak out 

about was English being the lingua franca in academia, so it would be better for 

these academic teachers to get more access to the international stage if their 

working language was English. 

The emphasis of EMI also had a huge impact on its students, as they would 

be fully immersed in EMI environments throughout their university education. 

Once entering the university, these Chinese students were trained to do “a lot of 

academic practices in English, such as presenting their ideas and writing up the 

reports” (T8). Thus, this type of transnational education was not only about 

teaching and learning the disciplines, but more importantly about the academic 

training in English. As many of these students “wanted to go abroad afterwards 

and that’s why they came here for a goal” (T8), the focus on EMI would 

inevitably benefit their future. In the meantime, T13 realized that students’ 

language learning ability and critical thinking were largely improved in an EMI 

environment. They enjoyed the same privileges that home students in the UK 

were entitled to, and with adequate English proficiency, they had entered “a world 

that they have never seen before”. This was invaluable for students in EMI, as 

having a critical thinking was repetitively reinforced to be an essential part of the 

university study.  
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Finally, the continuous academic exchanges between the EMI transnational 

universities in China further deepens the intercultural communication with the 

Western academic world. At the institutional level, teacher participants 

acknowledged that both EMI and transnational university presented a positive 

image of international education in China. T4 noticed that the academic world 

started to change their opinions and realize the importance of EMI teaching and 

learning. Due to the ease of communication in the same language, international 

research collaboration and communication became more and more intensified. 

Although T4’s former colleagues held the prejudice that the transnational 

university was just merging HE from West and East to “make business rather than 

provide education” in the first place, they were gradually recognizing the role of 

EMI as a vessel “trying to get quality education, not just a business or some 

invisible things, but to bring some thinking, values in here and finally emerge the 

best of two cultures”.  

At a higher level, there was a potential for greater intercultural exchange 

presented by these types of EMI transnational institutions and programs. As there 

was a diverse body of staff members from these universities, interactions with 

academics who came from very different cultural contexts became more frequent, 

resulting in an atmosphere where “people are able to share very profound ideas 

and think critically with their colleagues from different sets of settings” (T5). 

Perhaps by fulfilling important rules in bridging these intercultural diversities, 
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misunderstandings would be eliminated across the geographical boundaries and, 

in the end, transnational collaboration can be productively fostered. 

5.2.2 Perceptions of Chinese students at University X 

Regarding the perceptions of Chinese students, teacher participants mainly 

focused on the following aspects: T1, T7 and T11 on EMI for students from 

various disciplines such as science and technology majors; T2, T6, T8, T10, T12 

and T14 solely on impression of Chinese students in the transnational university; 

and T3 on the differences between Chinese undergraduate and taught master 

students while T9 on the differences between Chinese students and their American 

counterparts. It was evident that several major aspects of teachers’ perceptions 

towards Chinese students in the focal university were foregrounded. First, EMI 

experience and international environment became the major catalysts changing 

the students’ ways of thinking. Such experiences made them express their ideas 

“more straightforward” (T11). In the interview with T4, he related a vivid story of 

how one of his students started from “being afraid to speak in English” to 

“becoming more natural talking to him face-to-face”. The student proposed a 

number of “very intelligent questions” in email correspondences, so he invited her 

for a discussion in his office. To his surprise, the student refused immediately. As 

T4 painstakingly answered all her academic enquiries in the subsequent emails, 

mutual trust gradually built. Finally, she agreed to meet. The teacher still recalled 

his first office encounter and the student “asking questions in a very humble style, 

like her eyes were not looking at me, she was down…She really went into the tiny 



 

95 

 

little details too much. And that always makes my heart go up”. In the subsequent 

email, his student confessed that she was afraid of talking to a teacher in person 

because that would make her nervous. In the end, with constant encouragement 

from the lecturer, the student started seeing him regularly every week. Therefore, 

after being more active and vocal, these Chinese students were able to study better 

in the EMI transnational university and it was the first time for them to realize that 

“they are globalized citizens”. 

EMI transnational university education experience also reshaped Chinese 

students well beyond the campus boundary. T8 stated that his students’ “ability to 

communicate better within the discipline area will be very helpful to apply for a 

postgraduate study after graduation”. As most Chinese students at University X 

had the strongest intention to study abroad, in which case, the curriculum in EMI 

mode might be in line with the ones in the overseas universities, they would adapt 

to the learning environment abroad more quickly after studying in EMI for four 

years and, thus, the chance to success in overseas study might be bigger in the 

future. An illustration was from T14’s former student who studied for a doctoral 

degree at Oxford University. When reflecting on her better performance in the 

interview during the application period, she believed it was the EMI experience in 

the transnational university that allowed her to practice and communicate with 

teachers and students from various backgrounds, so she felt “quite comfortable” in 

the real-life scenarios to use English to express her ideas and thinking and 

eventually won the position in Oxford. 
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Eventually, the identity being a student in an EMI transnational university 

was evident. The privilege of studying at such an international university grew in 

the students’ hearts, recognizing themselves to be “a unique university student” in 

China (T1). As transnational universities in China are gradually being recognized 

by more and more prestigious universities, especially in the English-speaking 

countries, having a bachelor’s degree from one of the transnational universities 

would be truly an advantage: entrance requirement for language proficiency 

would be exempted and it was easier to adapt to the new all-English environment, 

compared to their Chinese counterparts from Chinese universities. T14 was also 

aware of a sense of identity and belonging from his students, having worked as 

the Executive President for more than ten years. He perceived that it was the 

campus culture as well as its educational concept including EMI education that 

“won over students and their parents’ hearts”. He admitted that in the initial stage 

of University X, those students “had no choice” but to study in this university, 

whereas as the fame of the university for its teaching and research excellence was 

being raised in both China and overseas, his students nowadays became “prouder”. 

Upon the arrival of more students of the transnational HE category, he believed 

that the increasing awareness of being a student in EMI would mean that they 

actually recognized the EMI culture, positively promoting their learning 

motivation and, thus, would eventually enhance the teaching and learning 

outcomes in EMI. 
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5.2.3 Students’ Views towards Transnational University and EMI 

Chinese students at University X also acknowledged the benefits that EMI 

learning could bring to them in the near future and perhaps it explained that their 

preference to choose University X. Many of them had gone through numerous 

problems, hardship and negative learning experiences, yet when asked about their 

attitudes towards EMI, students showed a supportive perspective of studying in 

EMI. There were several major aspects raised from the focus groups. First, similar 

to the teachers’ views, students were proud to be an EMI student, claiming 

themselves as a very unique type of Chinese university students who would have 

better opportunity to be globalized and had a global vision. This was genuinely 

reflected in Ennew and Yang’s (2009, p. 30) case study of a transnational 

university where one of the most overarching aims of that university was to 

“educate generations of students as truly international citizens, rooted in their own 

cultures but aware of, and sympathetic towards, other cultures”. The advantage of 

studying in EMI and being proficient in English language would inevitably 

guarantee a bright future for them, such as further study and career prospects. A 

taught master student’s account was the most representative:  

I am particularly satisfied with this international university because you don’t 

have such EMI opportunity in Chinese universities. 

After having studied English for so many years through Chinese education, 

he finally had the opportunity to communicate with others in a genuine English 

situation. Possessing proficient English competence would be very crucial, as he 
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speculated that if he could be promoted for managerial or even academic position 

in the future, English proficiency could be the one that “make the real difference”. 

Another major viewpoint of EMI among the students was that it was “the 

selling points” University X tried to promote, reflecting its aim of 

internationalization. One advantage of adopting EMI was that most international 

students experienced same study environment as were in other English-speaking 

universities. In the private discussion with some foreign students, one Thai master 

student provided her own comparison between her previous university and 

University X. First, the use of EMI was similar to her study experience in the UK, 

as staff were mostly foreigners, making her learning situation “not so difficult” to 

adapt to. Additionally, she evaluated the assignments for her current master study, 

which she believed that marking system was “exactly the same”, and the 

academic standard was “never compromised at all” in those transnational 

universities in China. Furthermore, there was a concurrent attitude towards EMI 

from a Nigerian taught master at University X, as he believed that this 

transnational EMI university had “a very good reputation in teaching and 

research”. After having studied for more than a semester, he maintained that 

teaching in EMI “was much better than the most traditional Chinese university”. 

He particularly appraised his teachers’ academic competence:  

You look at their (his teachers’) resumes or background: many of them have 

PhD from best universities in UK and US and then you can figure out where 
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they come from and what they have experienced before and realize how 

brilliant they are. 

Obtaining foreign students’ positive praise was a crucial step, not only did it 

demonstrate that China has gradually transformed itself from “exporting” its 

students to “importing” more international students, but it was on its way to 

achieve the ultimate goal of internationalizing higher education in China. EMI and 

transnational universities of its kind were the pioneers to practice 

internationalization in this country, where foreign students were the key that made 

the huge difference. 

5.2.4 Summary 

Research Question One explored the participating teachers’ perceptions of 

University X and their beliefs towards the Chinese students who studied in the 

focal site. This transnational EMI institute was presented as one of the innovative 

Sino-foreign universities in the Chinese HE system, which was distinctive from 

other types of universities and colleges in this country. Data from the various 

individual interviews with the research participants acknowledged the uniqueness 

of both University X and its students. These stakeholders upheld that the British 

academic standard was thoroughly preserved in this transnational university and 

favored the EMI situation in which the university particularly emphasized 

promoting internationalization at the institutional level. Such a feature would also 

deepen the academic exchanges between this university and the rest of the world. 

In other words, it was regarded as “a bridge” to enhance intercultural 
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communication, liaising with Western academia at both the institutional and 

national levels. Regarding the viewpoints on the students, teachers believed that 

the EMI education nurtured Chinese students with critical thinking, which greatly 

shaped their mindsets to be more open-minded towards new things. This would 

naturally influence its Chinese students’ study or career prospects, especially 

when they chose to study in a place where they found it easier to adapt to. Finally, 

the university teachers discovered a strong sense of identity and belonging from 

their students to be a part of the EMI transnational HE. 

5.3 Research Question 2: Perceptions of EMI Practices 

Research Question Two asked what teachers thought about the EMI 

practices at University X. Both observation and interview data presented, 

particularly in points 2 and 3 below, showed the following three major concerns:  

1. Teachers’ own and student’ English language proficiency 

2. Challenges in carrying out EMI teaching and learning 

3. Teaching strategies to conquer the difficulty in EMI teaching 

Data addresses Research Question Two in the following sections, presenting 

the understanding from university managers’ and content teachers surrounding 

both teachers’ and their students’ English language ability and what happens in 

the authentic EMI classes. 
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5.3.1 Perceptions of English proficiency 

5.3.1.1 Teachers’ own English proficiency 

In EMI transnational HE, English proficiency was particularly emphasized, 

as it affected the success of the teaching and learning. The recurring themes were 

topics on the teachers’ own English proficiency and skills and thus this enquiry 

was frequently raised in the individual interviews when approaching to all 

categories of lecturers in the focal university. Among all the respondents, the 

views towards university teachers’ English proficiency could be divided according 

to their NS, NNS and Chinese speakers’ categories. For NS such as T1 from 

England and T10 from the US, they firmly upheld the role of standard English in 

the EMI environment, arguing that students preferred an academic lecturer with 

better English. Although the number of academic teachers in University X 

surpassed 450 from 50 different countries, not all of these academics spoke 

English as their first language, whereas the majority of them were NNS who had 

studied and worked in English-speaking countries for a number of years and used 

English as their second or third language. Examples included T3, T4 and T6 who 

focused on the better communication through English whilst they were also 

self-aware that they were regarded as NNS lecturers, so their English proficiency 

then became a huge concern by their students, especially the oral and 

communicative skills. They understood that their English proficiency was vital to 

delivering their courses in a clear manner, so as to make their students understand 

the subject knowledge they taught. Finally, for Chinese speaking lectures who 
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were also the leaders in the universities, such as T13 and T14, they were confident 

towards their NNS employees since they knew the rigorous recruitment system 

guaranteed that those NNS were both academically and linguistically qualified for 

their jobs at University X. 

Data from observations suggested that teachers’ accent, especially those 

non-native English speakers’, was the main reason to cause difficulty in 

understanding the lectures, seminars, and the tutorials, further leading to the 

students’ resentment in the EMI classes, a point to which I further explored in the 

subsequent individual interviews with the teachers. Lecturers’ accent issue raised 

my attention in the first classroom observation session (O1) dated on December 6, 

2017, 9:00-11:00 am. In the auditing tutorial, the teacher was a native speaker of 

French who had previously worked in English-speaking environment for several 

years. However, instructions from him did not receive immediate actions and 

warm responses in the class, as students kept sitting there without following any 

of his orders. I reckoned that it was caused by the students’ own English ability in 

the first place, but the follow-up individual interview with that auditing course 

instructor (T2) revealed that he believed his students had problems understanding 

his accent. He confessed: “Even though I have worked in London for years, I 

know I still have very strong French accent”.  

The situation did not improve in the O2 and O3 observation sessions for his 

Auditing classes, as the students became self-studying regardless of his endless 
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efforts and commitments to teaching content knowledge through English. It was 

explicit that the observed classes did not show a natural flow of teaching and 

learning, and the explanation lay in the accent of the NNES lecturer T2. Students 

attending his class gradually lost confidence in understanding his instructions for 

the auditing software operation, which finally led to memorizing the steps to 

maneuver the software. Thus, my feelings were that T2 turned his tutorial classes 

into “duck-filling education” - a typically common teaching and learning method 

that is seen in mainland China. 

T1 also noticed the issue explicitly on different occasions. He had 

previously worked in a number of English universities before moving to 

University X. He himself even observed the accent issue in many British 

universities where there were also many non-native English-speaking academic 

teachers. From his understanding, it was a universal prejudice that students always 

preferred an academic lecturer with a better English accent, “putting an equal 

mark between academic strengths and accents”.  

However, university managers were more tolerable towards their 

employees’ accent issues, deeming that it was not fair to judge a teacher’s 

academic merits just based upon his or her accents. They believed the university 

was a simulated society for students’ future, so it was like “being in a society” 

where students must learn to adapt to it. “When you work in the society after 

graduation, but you could only understand the British or American English, will 



 

104 

 

you survive?” (T13). Others viewed accent issue as “very normal”, opposing to 

students’ standpoints of “welcoming a NES’s accent while rejecting NNES”: 

Many students here complaint about our lecturers’ accents because they feel 

they cannot understand. Well, it does not necessarily mean others don’t deliver 

the lectures well. It comes with their own English level. You cannot judge 

people’s English simply by their accents, because even when we speak the 

Chinese language, we may also have strong accents from different parts of 

China. (T14) 

Since there was a basic requirement for teachers in the university, the 

president of University X (T14) trusted the professionalism of the recruited 

teaching staff. “When we have the interview, we do put an emphasis on 

candidates’ English”. Thus, he was confident that all the content teachers had 

sufficient English proficiency to teach in the EMI. Meanwhile, T13 was confident 

that teaching faculty had the “capability of delivering the course in English”, but 

he well understood that different teachers might have different English levels, 

after all most of them did not have English as their L1. As a head of department, 

he personally favored those teachers who could carry out his or her teaching, 

because English proficiency naturally came along with the teaching ability, so “as 

long as they can teach, it shows their English is adequate to cope with the EMI 

teaching”. What he focused most was all academics must have had the ability to 

conduct independent research and get their research published. If teachers could 
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publish extensively in various journals, it would prove that they were capable of 

working in an EMI academic environment. 

Content teachers held a similar view as their superiors that accents should 

not be the indicator of their academic strengths, but they treated the accent issue 

in a more sensible way, because accents might determine the effectiveness of EMI 

teaching in the class. T6 recognized that content teachers’ language proficiency 

needed to be professional because a majority of students were L2 speakers at 

University X. Although it was “a bit challenging” for him to express his ideas in a 

more effective way, he was also confident that he could “do things competently” 

in his EMI classes, because his secret of success was simple: speak slowly and 

repeat more. Another teacher T12 was aware of her identity being a NNES, so she 

put “a considerable amount of time and effort” to rehearse, in order to “deliver the 

lectures in a clearer manner”. Thus, compared with the perception from their 

leaders, these content teachers focused more on how to reduce the negative effects 

that their accents might bring. This projected the differences in perceptions 

between front-line practitioners and university senior managers, especially on the 

teaching practicality in EMI classes. 

5.3.1.2 Perceptions of students’ English proficiency 

Students’ English proficiency was another major concern from teachers’ 

perspectives in the EMI classes, mostly speaking and academic writing skills. 

There are three major results from the data interpretation. First, both observation 

and interview data suggested that students’ speaking skills were problematic and 
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insufficient to cope with in-class EMI tasks, such as interacting with the teachers 

and presenting their ideas. On the other hand, observation and interview data 

explicitly revealed that master students performed much better than their 

undergraduate peers. Finally, students’ academic writing was also frequently 

raised in the individual interviews, as writing ability was a key indicator to assess 

a student’s academic achievements. Inadequate proficiency in English writing 

might further exacerbate their learning in EMI mode effectively. Therefore, I 

further explored the language ability issue with various teacher participants. 

Most content teachers, particularly T4 of Biology, T9 and T10 of 

Communication, understood that interaction remains a recurring theme for 

undergraduates, as little interaction and poor performance in presentation were 

frequently observed in different undergraduate classes. For instance, in the 

presentation of the Communication Studies seminar dated on November 22, 2018, 

9:00-11:00 am (O7), six L2 Chinese students followed a very similar pattern in 

their presentations: there was no eye contact, body language or any other 

communicative signals, nor did these exist in the Question & Answer session 

between the students and the lecturers or the rest of the audience. What is more, 

all Chinese students literally recited their notes instead of using the language. 

However, interestingly though, the only American student who presented on that 

day showed a very good example of “doing presentation” to his Chinese 

counterparts: eye contact was frequent; pauses were apparent; the interaction was 

intense; and the flow of his talk was natural. Apart from the fact that he was a L1 
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speaker, he showed his presentation skills to his Chinese peers and, thus, he 

attracted most attention of the class. The rest of the classmates applauded to 

acknowledge his performance at the end of the presentation. 

The situation remained similar in other observed courses. In a more 

traditionally lecture-styled class of English literature (O8) dated on November 30, 

2018, 10:00-11:00, I observed that Chinese students excessively focused on 

details of English words in the course materials distributed by T5 in the class. 

There was only one or two “active” students interacting with the lecturer 

frequently while the remaining students were mute almost throughout the whole 

session. Although I reckoned that some of them might have known the answers, 

they did not respond. Students frequently checked their English Chinese bilingual 

dictionary for specific English words instead of asking their course instructor who 

was a native English speaker (T5) for help. It seems that the students deliberately 

avoided communicating with him, probably due to the incapable communicative 

skills in the EMI classes. Other electronic devices, such as laptops and 

smartphones were utilized as an alternative to solving purposes of confusion in the 

class. Similarly, when sitting with the students in the Auditing classes (O1-O3) as 

mentioned earlier, I discovered those students discussed more with their peers 

with zero interaction with the French teachers (T2). Such circumstances were 

constantly foregrounded in the undergraduate EMI classrooms. 
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During the interviews, university teachers discovered that their Chinese 

students were not used to being responsive, feeling “a bit embarrassing to speak 

first, and to voice their opinions” (T10). In the later investigation for lacking 

interactions in undergraduate classes, different lecturers in the interviews offered 

their opinions. The first point of contact was T9, who lectured the observed 

classes (O6-7) for communication majors. In his class, T9 had experienced a lot of 

“frozen time” during the discussion session, so he reflected:  

The biggest challenge is to sit down and have a conversation in English that is 

improvised. That is the biggest challenge. Like in the seminar, the girls were 

kinda freezed out or didn’t know what to say. 

For students’ unsatisfactory performances in presentation, although efforts 

were made from lecturers to guide the students to write the script first and then 

speak up with eye-contacts (more or less a recitation in this case), students still 

did not know how to converse in a real-life scenario, such as making interactions 

in the classroom setting. T9 also illustrated with an example of one of his Chinese 

students: 

There was a girl, and she gave me her presentation and I asked her questions 

and she completely got confused. She doesn’t want to speak whereas the 

American students would question and talk back to me. But they (these Chinese 

students) just sat there silently and didn’t say a thing. 
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From the teachers’ perspectives, the reasons for speaking difficulty were 

twofold. On the one hand, it was probably due to the exam-orientated 

Chinese-styled English education before entering the university. In high school, 

both teachers and students focused on skills of taking exams in order to let the 

students get better grades in Gaokao, which “brings Chinese students forward in 

the future” (T13). Thus, the missing part of oral English in Chinese-styled English 

education severely hindered the development of students’ English-speaking skills. 

From a cultural perspective, Chinese students were taught to be obedient and 

patient, so newcomers from overseas were always stunned to witness such 

phenomena. Having been in China for only half a year, T12 could realize the 

situation as “one of the cultural problems” very well. Her students did not want to 

“show off” at all and she noticed that her students were “really shy”. For example, 

her Chinese students always “whispered” to answer the questions, avoiding being 

heard by others. “They might fear the judgement of their classmates”, which was 

difficult to change overnight, because it was already deep-rooted in every Chinese 

students’ mindset. 

Another point to note during the classroom observation is that master 

students performed much better in terms of interactions with the lecturers and 

their fellow classmates, and English was more frequently practiced for in-class 

discussion. In the 2-hour sustainable engineering class for taught masters dated on 

March 13, 2018, 11:00-13:00 (O5), peer discussion occupied the majority of the 

class time and the language for discussion among L2 Chinese students was in the 
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English language only. Interactions between the lecturer (T3) and postgraduate 

students were intensive, as I witnessed many occasions where the students 

challenged T3 all the time. Brainstorming, for instance, was one of the most 

“intensive” tasks for discussion. When T3 assigned the task by putting pictures, 

illustrations, and examples on the PowerPoint slides, he walked to hear and joined 

in the debates around different tables. Not only was the visual demonstration 

successfully enhancing students’ understanding, but his active involvement also 

further improved the flow of interaction with his students. 

From the interviews with the teachers, it seems that there are two main 

aspects that would probably explain the discrepancies for interaction between the 

undergraduate and postgraduate EMI classes. The first reason was still associated 

with language incompetence. For the majority of L2 Chinese undergraduate 

students, as discussed previously, they came directly from Chinese secondary 

education via the Gaokao channel, having sufficient English reading skills while 

severely lacking the transferrable ones. T6 held a similar view, as he believed that 

those undergraduate students “haven’t developed those abilities completely-those 

language abilities”. He complained about the insufficient English proficiency of 

the undergraduate students, although most of them had achieved relatively high 

scores in the English subtest in Gaokao. This was, thus, shown in the interactions, 

presentation skills and other linguistic issues, causing difficulty to EMI teaching 

and learning at University X. In addition, T4 understood that although they mainly 

were upgraded from other traditional Chinese universities, most Chinese master 
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students’ learning skills, not only English, but interactions and presentations, had 

been well developed from their four-year education in China. In their former 

universities, various activities, clubs, and other voluntary work provided those 

postgraduates with opportunities to engage with people, and that was vital because 

university education is “a society in which people need to develop their social 

skills”. Therefore, it would be relatively easier for them to cope with the EMI 

circumstance.  

Besides the competence in transferrable skills, when interviewing T3 who 

was the course instructor for observed class O5, he firmly maintained that both 

maturity and self-awareness played a major role in the master students’ 

satisfactory performance in communicative skills. For undergraduate students in 

University X, they are usually “dictated” to by their parents. T3 mentioned about 

one personal story and commented that formal communication with his students 

would frequently “end up communicating with their parents, when they appeared 

in my office with their children as interpreters”. He discussed with me about his 

confusion that most Western lecturers could not get to understand: “If there is a 

situation, why are the parents coming?” Thus, this heavily reliance upon their 

parents resulted in preventing undergraduate students from developing their own 

communicative skills to interact and negotiate with other people. Having 

experienced such “bizarre” confrontation with students’ parents, T3 later 

prohibited any “unwelcoming visit without invitation” of students’ parents from 

any university and departmental activities with their children.  
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Meanwhile, compared to Chinese undergraduates, it was revealed that 

mature students have a clearer goal and motivation for their study. T5 has rich 

experiences in dealing with mature students in this country. During his PhD study 

in one of the transnational universities in mainland China, he was assigned to 

teach both undergraduate and postgraduate students to fulfill the requirement of 

his TA duties. He lived “in quite close quarters with the students” and, thus, he 

was well informed of the differences between bachelor and master students. 

Compared to Chinese undergraduate students, he suggested that Chinese master 

students knew exactly what they wanted to gain from their postgraduate study, 

which was also confirmed in the classroom observations for masters (O4-5) and 

his class (O9). T5 concluded: 

Mature people, especially like their foreign classmates, prepare themselves (for 

further study opportunity), and also if you pay yourself you are aware that you 

want to gain something from that. For undergraduate students, they are still like 

being forced by their parents, whereas masters have already known what they 

want, especially in this class. 

Finally, it is widely accepted that writing is of particular importance to 

assessing students’ academic achievements in their studies and, thus, it became 

one of the most “heated” discussion topics among teacher participants. Generally 

speaking, teachers recognized students’ writing as “a genuinely existed problem” 

(T5) but acknowledged the improvement after years of immersion in an academic 
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EMI environment. For instance, T4 narrated a story of his students’ report for 

laboratory work: “They have to write abstracts or lab reports for the course, but 

these abstracts are typically difficult for them to write”. He further pointed out the 

specific areas where his students had difficulty in writing, commenting “they are 

not precisely sure about the content and the structure of the abstracts, and the 

logic formula of arguments”. In his mind, such deficiency was “dreadful” for 

students’ learning, as writing a good abstract was the first step to embark on a 

more content-specific learning at the senior level in the EMI programs at the focal 

university.  

Similarly, although T9 agreed that beginning writers had more challenges in 

academic writing in EMI, he still realized it was a typical and common 

phenomenon for L2 students. Regarding the specific writing problem, he proposed 

“wordiness” issues as “they use too many words to say something, which are not 

necessary to write down”. In many cases, those L2 writers “just cut out their texts 

and make a shorter and clearer conclusion”. In addition, ambiguity in assignments 

was another inevitable issue, as “some beginning writers also tend to write general 

statements that they have previously learned from English class in high school, 

but it was not useful at all for professional writing”. 

However, T7 was among those lecturers who acknowledged the 

improvements from students’ writing throughout their university education. 

Instead of focusing too much on linguistic aspects, he stressed that he focused on 
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the content as well as the methodology part, which were especially applicable to 

his first-year students. Although their English was “a bit messy”, students were 

able to produce “quality assignments and express their ideas clearly”. He believed 

that partially it was due to the first EAP year from the language center and the 

facts that “English being around them the whole day” and “English references 

books and teachers really help”, but evidently students’ English in both speaking 

and writing had “increased substantially” over the years in an EMI environment. 

Therefore, T7 found out that students’ English writing was “pretty good” in their 

final year projects and reports. Having realized students’ inadequate writing 

sufficiency, T2 actively tried to give individual feedback on his students’ written 

abstracts and formed a so-called “peer review session” in which students 

themselves became the stimulated panel members evaluating the chosen abstracts 

from their classmates. He asserted that it was an effective exercise to improve his 

students’ academic writing, because they had opportunity to get involved with 

their own writing, so they were “happy” to see their progress in writing later. 

5.3.1.3 Students’ views towards teachers’ English proficiency 

In general, students’ perceptions were in line with those of the university 

teachers’, but they reported more on the dissatisfaction with their teachers’ ability 

in order to teach as well as their own insufficient competence to learn in in EMI. 

In the authentic EMI classes, it appeared that understanding the contents was 

frequently hindered by lecturers’ accents, which was also raised in the focus 

groups. On the other hand, students perceived that their academic writing 
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consistently became the main obstacles in EMI, largely due to the insufficient 

linguistic ability to comprehend and produce written assignments in English. 

In EMI environment, English proficiency was particularly emphasized, as it 

influenced the success of the teaching and learning at University X. For most 

students, the main concern was probably on their teachers’ accents of English, 

especially those NNES, frequently causing difficulty to understand content-based 

teaching. Although the majority of faculty members had studied and worked in 

English-speaking countries for a number of years, not all of these academic staff 

necessarily spoke English fluently. For example, the course instructor for O1-3 

was a French native speaker who had previously in a London auditing company 

for a number of years, whereas all his undergraduate students were Chinese. In all 

three observed classes (O1-3), his instructions were frequently misunderstood, 

resulting in ineffective learning outcomes for his students. In the later focus group 

interviews, I explored the reasons and it seemed that they actually had difficulty in 

understanding his strong English accent.  

Investigator: You have been in this university for almost 4 years, and what do 

you think of EMI? 

S1: Not that good. I can’t understand. Their English is too difficult to 

understand. 

S1: For this class, our lecturer’s mother tongue is not English. Sometimes his 

logic is not that clear, and we can feel it is problematic. 
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Investigator: I got the feelings that everyone seemed to be confused in the class. 

S1/S2: Yes, after all his L1 isn’t English. 

This issue did not only exist in O1-3 classes, as more student complained 

about their teachers’ unrecognizable accents. Although participants reflected in 

various focus groups that their lecturers might have been “academically qualified” 

with sufficient knowledge in their own fields, the ability to deliver the course was 

unsatisfactory, due to the incompetence in pronouncing English clearly. In the 

focus group interview 2, other participants also provided an illustration of how 

accents of the course tutors could hinder learning in EMI: 

Investigator: Do you experience difficulty where you could not understand? 

S6: If the lecturers don’t have accents, we won’t have that issue. 

S7: I just feel that we need “run-in period” for adapting to their accents. 

Investigator: Can you talk about such accent problem for other courses, for 

better or worse, which has an impact towards your studies? 

S8: Well, X’s class (X was the anonymous for that lecturer). I could not 

understand what he was saying after one year. He is from Greece. But luckily 

what he taught was about the use of auditing software. We just tried to note 

down the steps he maneuvered and followed the same steps. 

S6: I just feel his way of teaching was very stiff and output style. 
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Investigator: Then what would you do if you didn’t understand him? 

S6: We relied on the course slides and handouts. Because what he lectured was 

about the operation on an auditing software, and we just learnt by setting down 

his steps. 

S7: Yes, just noted down the important points. 

Students attending his class gradually lost confidence in understanding his 

instructions for the software operation and leaded to memorizing steps to 

maneuver the software. In the end, the lecture turned the class into “duck-filling 

education”, leaving the aim of the class unaccomplished. S8 also experienced the 

similar learning situation due to the accent from a NNES in her First Year 

Program. She also reported that her teacher had a “very fast” speaking speed and 

frequently skipped the sound of the consonants, causing “legibility” crisis to her 

understanding of the content-based knowledge. 

Academic writing was of particular importance to assess students’ academic 

achievements in their studies, and thus it was frequently raised issue by the 

students. The focus interview results revealed they self-evaluated their writing as 

the most severe deficiencies in EMI learning mode, which further hindered their 

learning in terms of producing satisfactory assignments. For instance, S2 was 

carefully selected by her course instructor as a suitable student participant for her 

class performance. At the time of the interview, she received a master study offer 

at Oxford University. It seemed she could be regarded as a very successful student 



 

118 

 

of EMI whereas she frankly admitted her writing ability was “still very weak” 

after spending almost 4 years in EMI. Although the EAP course was available in 

the first period of University X EMI education, she doubted the effectiveness 

whether students’ academic writing was sufficient to cope with content-based 

learning at the later stage. 

5.3.2 Challenges in EMI Classes 

Through various observation and interviews with teachers, it seemed that 

the role of being a university teacher had been mistakenly interpreted by their 

Chinese students. This concern was raised by most content teachers, particularly 

T2, T3, T4, T5, T6, T7, T9 and T10, and they complained that they were just a 

teaching faculty not a parent, while others held that they only delivered content 

knowledge not English language. Such a misalignment in perceptions between the 

teachers and their students frequently caused challenges and misunderstanding to 

the outcomes in EMI. 

T9 had taught both in his home university in the US and at University X. 

The first impression that came up in his mind was that his Chinese students tended 

to “ask for more help”, expecting their teachers to offer all kinds of instructions, 

even including guidance towards their personal life. As most Chinese students 

were raised and brought up by the traditional Chinese education system, they 

often treated their teachers as “second parents” and respected what their teachers 

had taught and obeyed the orders. Thus, sometimes he was feeling that he was 

teaching “a bunch of pupils” whose mental and psychological development had 
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not yet reached the university standards in the Western academic sense. T10 

provided his own interpretation where he totally disagreed to interfere with 

students’ life: 

I’m not a parent, it’s not my job to be their parent, or counselor. It’s the same 

situation in the US-my job is to teach them. I can’t do it outside, not a parent 

figure for them, we won’t do that for them, which means, though, they have to 

take responsibility by themselves. Here’s what you have to do, and you do it, 

but I’m not going to chase you to get you to do your work. 

For his own American students, however, he believed that they were “more likely 

to be young adults”, who had developed independent and critical thinking prior to 

entering the university. T10’s opinion might have represented perceptions from 

his teaching peers because they could have never imagined the common practices 

here, which were more familiar to Chinese students in those Chinese universities. 

T13 analogized the university as a “bird nest”, claiming that students could 

not always expect “food to be served in their mouth”. This was “the free Western 

style of teaching and learning” that marked University X distinctive from other 

traditional Chinese universities. Lecturers would never feed their students with 

knowledge, but it was the students’ obligation to “look for it”. T13 argued that 

there was also a need for students to transform their existing attitudes towards 

learning in the transnational university context, requiring more active approaches 

to gain subject knowledge, resources, and study opportunities. In this sense, he 
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concluded that Chinese students should be more motivated “if they want to be 

successful in the future”. 

Another frequently mentioned aspect was the confusing teaching tasks of 

being a content teacher at University X. University content teachers were usually 

reluctant to be involved with language teaching in their class. However, they 

repeatedly found themselves in a situation where they had to teach language skills 

on top of the subject knowledge if they wanted to facilitate the teaching and 

learning in EMI. A vivid example was the lecture of Agenda Setting for 

Communication that I observed with T9 on 9 am, 20 November 2018 (O6). This 

lecture was scheduled to investigate the recent research findings in the field of 

Communication for two hours, whereas T9 decided to change his plan using the 

second half to deal with students’ academic writing in English. Later, when asked 

about his rationale, he reflected that he was forced to sacrifice content teaching for 

English language teaching, as his students’ English writing had already hindered 

them from progressing in the subject learning in EMI. From his experience of 

marking students’ coursework essays, he believed that the Chinese students were 

“being too vague in presenting their ideas for both professional journalism and 

academic writing” and they often became “excessively wordy”.  

Nonetheless, not every teacher agreed to use class time to teach the English 

language. T2 commented that “it is not my job to teach them the verbs, nouns, 

objects and compliments”, claiming that this was the responsibility from both the 
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language specialists and the students themselves. His resentment was that his 

students should have known the academic language, whereas it turned out that 

they struggled with “very basic technical terms and “mechanics of the language” 

in Chemistry. Thus, he had to make a choice of whether to teach his students’ 

academic English or not, but he refused to do so: “I am teaching Chemistry and I 

tell my students that they need to know the language by themselves. We don’t 

learn it in the lectures”. Perhaps, these teachers’ confusion suggested the difficult 

balance between content knowledge and English, as their students’ English might 

not be capable of comprehending the subject knowledge in EMI. Whether or not 

to sacrifice time for additional English became a major challenge to teachers at 

the focal university. 

Regarding the students’ perception, the biggest conflict between two sides, 

as discussed above, lied in the perceptions of how to regard a student in EMI class. 

The reality was that all university teachers held PhD or EdD degrees from 

renowned overseas universities, whereas most of their students were Chinese, 

creating “a collision” between differences in teaching and learning philosophy or 

views. Chinese students complained that they actually needed more disciplines in 

terms of control and management, whereas a relaxing learning environment was 

particularly emphasized by their course conveners and even the university 

managers. As the research went deeper, the controversy of whether to treat 

students as a young adult or just a student became more prominent. Final year 

undergraduate S6 narrated her experience studying at University X: 
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I don’t feel there is a control from our lecturers, and it is quite different from 

being in my high school where my head teacher took charge in every aspect. 

Then sometimes, we don’t enjoy attending the class and later we gradually skip 

it. The worst scenario would be the bad results in our final because you do not 

know what your lecturers have taught, because we skip the class. 

5.3.3 Teaching Strategies in EMI Classes 

Although EMI practices met with various challenges, difficulties and even 

problems, course instructors tried their best to adopt all possible means to enhance 

the teaching and learning outcomes. Teaching strategies to enhance EMI were 

frequently raised in all the individual interviews with the content teachers, most of 

which could also be observed in their respective classes. Lau (2018) grouped the 

EMI teaching strategies into the following four categories: language-related, 

skills-related, thinking-related, and other supporting strategies. Her 

categorizations were comprehensive to illustrate what the participating teachers 

adopted in order to enhance the effectiveness of EMI teaching for this study, 

therefore I grouped all the teaching strategies into the corresponding categories. 

Table 5.1 illustrates all the categorized strategies from observation and interview 

data. The following sections discuss these four types of strategies in detail.  

Table 5.1 

Four Types of Strategies Utilized by Lecturers from Different Disciplines 
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Language-related 

strategies 

-Providing supplementary reading 

-Using simplified texts 

-*Codeswitching in the L2 classroom 

-*Co-teaching with staff from language department 

-Introducing new vocabulary to broaden students’ lexicon  

-Using online resources 

-*Using bilingual materials in specific major 

-*Compiling a student word list or module handbook for technical 

vocabulary  

Skills-related 

strategies 

-Fine-tuning the difficulty of English 

-Speaking slowly when teaching 

-Using rewording, rephrasing and paraphrasing 

-Simplifying the content, the teaching and the conceptions 

-Rehearsing the teaching contents before the lecture 

-Guiding/Encouraging instead of criticizing students  

-Participating in the group discussion with the students 

Thinking-related 

strategies 

-Placing questions to provoke thinking  

-Mixing Chinese and foreign students in a group 

-Providing more examples to enhance thinking 

-Proposing questions to raise in-class discussions and brainstorming 

Other supporting 

strategies 

-Utilizing visual aids 

-Providing rubrics/tips and structured assignment requirements 

-Having formal meeting with students 

-Using anonymous online chat 

-Uploading PowerPoint slides prior to the class 

-Demonstrating how to write a lead/conclusion 

-Encouraging students to speak English outside the classroom  

-In-class quizzes for providing formative feedback 

-Peer observations to promote better teaching 

Note: * represents bilingual strategy 

5.3.3.1 Language Related strategies 

Language-related strategies employed by lecturers in the EMI classrooms 

and in the interviews varied from each other, but patterns still emerged. Through 

observing the introduction to the English literature class (O8), it was explicit that 

T5 distributed a number of supplementary readings to his students at times, 

including biographies about the authors as well as some literary critics of their 
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works. Similar strategies were witnessed in other disciplines. For instance, T12 

encouraged her Journalism-majored students to devote time to reading more 

English classics, such as Charles Dickens’s novels, because she believed that 

through being exposed to English classical literature, her students would be 

equipped with “genuine English knowledge in writing”, and that would be an 

enormous asset when they started writing their essays.  

Furthermore, what T4 particularly illustrated in the interview was the 

adoption of a wordlist or a “module handbook” and he provided me with a very 

specific example of the technical term Angular Momentum in Physics to reinforce 

his idea. T4 believed that not only did it “save enormous time for checking the 

vocabulary”, but it also allowed his students to “have more opportunity to review 

it time to time after his class”. This kind of special vocabulary list was frequently 

observed in other science and technology classes (e.g., O4-5) and, therefore, it 

was deemed that this strategy was particularly useful in science disciplines.  

5.3.3.2 Skills-related strategies 

Besides repetition and slower speaking speed, a more effective method of 

simplification was frequently adopted by teachers from humanities and social 

sciences disciplines. For example, it became evident in English literature lectures 

(O8) that T5 strived to simplify lexical levels in John Milton’s and Shakespeare’s 

works. As there exists a huge difference between old or medieval and modern 

English, it caused students’ difficulty in understanding the authors’ literal meaning. 

When observing social sciences subjects such as O9, I realized that simplified 
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explanations for conceptions of theories were particularly welcomed by L2 

Chinese students, as they could understand the complex theories more easily. 

However, I did not observe any use of this simplification strategy in the sciences 

classes, perhaps this was due to the fixed language and vocabulary in technical 

fields, which also laterally explained the importance of adopting wordlists, as 

mentioned in the previous section. 

5.3.3.3  Thinking-related strategies 

Consensus was obtained from the content teachers of all disciplines to 

devote to stimulating their students’ thinking all the time. One remarkable 

approach was that the lecturers did not provide a direct answer but guided their 

students through a number of thinking-provoking methods. For instance, T4 

illustrated this strategy by using rhetoric: “I don’t know the answer, and what do 

you think?”, and T12 always pushed her students to think a bit more. She never 

judged her students’ improvised answers, leaving them to correct and improve 

their answers through classroom debates. This approach proved to be very 

successful in many classroom observations (O4-5, O9), as in most scenarios, 

Chinese young learners were actually capable of producing quality discussion, but 

for some “cultural” reasons discussed previously, they were always waiting for a 

chance or a good timing when they were allowed to speak - “they just did not 

want to be the first”, T12 added.  

Perhaps it was due to such consideration that a particular seating 

arrangement would be more feasible. From the observation of his class (O9), 
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T10 deliberately arranged one or two foreign students to sit with a bunch of their 

Chinese counterparts. The discussion in English was more evident, after all 

English became the only possible medium of communication for group discussion 

when a mixture of L1 and L2 learners were present. Other means enhancing 

students’ thinking included walking around the classroom, participating in the 

students’ group discussion, as well as providing various examples towards 

abstract concepts, so EMI teaching and learning usually resulted in a more 

satisfactory outcome. 

5.3.3.4  Other-supporting strategies 

As mentioned earlier, since these strategies were divided by Lau (2018) into 

common and subject-specific ones, the analysis would also consist of two parts 

respectively, nevertheless, all of them emphasized the effectiveness of EMI 

teaching and learning. For common supporting strategies, it was common to 

witness that visual aids, such as PowerPoint slides and video clips on YouTube, 

were adopted during the classroom teaching, as they provided a platform for 

attracting more attention from the students. For instance, when observing O9, T10 

adopted an online learning platform called Kahoot, and his students logged onto 

it showing no one’s name on it. Such an online platform offered the 

confidentiality of the students without worrying about losing faces or being 

humiliated, as T10 realized, “…that (Kohoot) allows more participation and they 

can’t access later, it’s just for the class. So, I get a fair amount of response”. Thus, 
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the advanced IT in education area promised the learning outcomes to be more 

effective. 

Another useful method employed by various lecturers was to set up regular 

meetings with their students. During these tutorial sessions, lecturers could gain a 

deeper understanding of their students’ needs in the EMI classroom in a relatively 

more “locked” and safer manner. This allowed students to openly discuss the 

content learning and the difficulties with their lecturers via face-to-face 

communication. This strategy was regarded as being “more than practical”, as T8 

believed, by providing another feasible platform for their students to express their 

inner thoughts more freely, without having risks of being seen to their fellow 

students. 

Regarding subject-specific supporting strategies, the best practice I learned 

was that most lecturers provided specific guidance to help with students’ course 

assignments. In the Department of Film and TV Art, this strategy was reported to 

be repeatedly utilized by two lecturers (T9 and T10) and it also practiced in their 

classes (O6-7). Meanwhile, T9 understood the importance of specific guidance 

after years of teaching, illustrating with an example of his students’ writing. He 

believed that their writing was “not as bad as their interpersonal skills”, as long as 

there were “very detailed rubrics or structures” provided to the students. Beside 

the normal teaching content, I observed in his Agenda Setting for Communication 

lecture (O6) that he arranged for approximately 20 minutes, which occupied one 
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third of normal class period, teaching his students how to write a journalist article 

“hand by hand”. The additional teaching included comparisons between good and 

bad sentences for journalist genre, and common grammar errors by L2 learners. It 

seems that this extra guidance to teach English was useful, which solved specific 

writing problems in his students’ assignments. Thus, it was particularly welcomed 

by his students. 

5.3.3.5 Perception of codeswitching 

Findings from the observations for nearly all the undergraduate EMI classes 

(O1-3; O6-9) indicated the frequent use of codeswitching in the EMI classroom, 

which violated the university EMI policy only allowing the students “to choose to 

self-study in their native language” (Perrin, 2017, p. 167) in the informal learning 

circumstances. Perceptions of university managers varied from those of front-line 

teachers. University leaders, on the one hand, upheld the legitimacy of this 

language policy urging that it should be “strictly observed” (T1), while on the 

other hand, many teaching faculties were opposed to such policy. In their own 

words, for instance, “those superiors cannot foresee because they always sit in the 

office” (T5). The key debate on such differences in opinions was apparently from 

the teaching reality in EMI classes. Teaching faculties acknowledged the 

effectiveness of codeswitching in their classes, given that the language barrier 

seemed to “get in the way of learning” for their students, it was then natural to 

turn to codeswitching for helping with students’ content learning in EMI. 
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Interview data showed that most non-native lecturers were more tolerable towards 

students’ L1 codeswitching in the classroom. T8 commented: 

Some students really have communication issues, and it’s just hard for them to 

express their thinking behind certain things. Because in the tutorial session, I 

think it's more like a dialogue: you don't try to necessarily teach pre-made 

material, but I want to listen to their steps, and based on their steps I’ll give 

them directions. So, this is hard sometimes a bit. So normally if they have their 

own discussion, they should be able to use their primary language, I think, it's 

easier to find a word and everything. 

Not only did he realize that the essence of teaching and learning was 

constructed upon what students had gained, but he also emphasized the learning 

process rather than the learning outcomes. In his opinion, his students discussed in 

their L1, because doing so could enhance better logical thinking for the discussion 

topic. In addition, T8 also justified the acts of code-switching from his personal 

experience. As he himself started receiving intensive EMI since post-secondary 

level at his home university, he understood that codeswitching was more 

convenient to organize the ideas and thinking in the EMI classroom. Therefore, 

these verdicts might have explained why the content teachers had more agreeable 

attitudes than the university managers concerning the use of codeswitching in 

EMI classes. 
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5.3.3.6 Students’ strategies 

Despite of the challenges that students had experienced time to time in the 

EMI classes, they were still self-aware of adopting their own strategies to learn 

the content-based subject knowledge through English. When grouping the various 

strategies employed by the students, the following categories which were 

frequently used: Language-related (Linguistic), non-language related 

(non-linguistic) and cognitive, according to Lau’s (2018) categorization. I decided 

that the non-language related and cognitive strategies could be integrated into 

General/Cognitive. Table 5.2 summarized the main strategies that were adopted 

by the students in the observed classes as well as from self-narration in the focus 

group interviews in the pilot study. 

Table 5.2 

Three types of strategies utilized by students from different disciplines  

Language-related 

strategies 

-*Use bilingual dictionaries 

-*Using equivalent learning materials written in Chinese 

-Using simplified English textbooks and learning materials 

- Using rewording, rephrasing and paraphrasing 

-*Codeswitching in the L2 classroom  

-Using online resources 

-Attending English training programs outside the university 

Non-language 

related strategies 

Cognitive 

strategies 

-Rehearsing the presentation before the class 

-Pairing actively with foreign students in a group 

- Making formal meetings with teachers 

-Doing preparation before classes 

-Paying more attention in class 

-Meaning-making process 

-Making notes to strengthen the understanding of the class 

--Asking questions in private to the content teachers 

-Extending readings beyond one’s own subjects 

Remarks: * represents bilingual strategy 
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Regarding the methods used to learn the content-based knowledge through 

EMI, it was evident that students preferred using their L1 to enhance learning 

process, recognizing it as the role of “ease of understanding and communication” 

(S3 from focus group interview 1). Such preference towards L1 was explicitly 

demonstrated in the focus group interview 1:  

Investigator: I have noticed an issue that you preferred to use Chinese during 

discussion, why? 

S1: Because we can communicate directly. 

Investigator: What did you mean by ‘directly’? 

S1: We can use our logic to… 

S2: Yeah, if we use English, we cannot express ourselves clearly. And if what 

you express is wrong, then… 

S3: Also, we will have to listen to it very slowly (in English). 

S1: Then, other people will misunderstand your idea. If there is mutual 

misunderstanding, then it will harm our study because our study needs to be 

very precise. 

From the above excerpt, it seems that most students could not use English to 

express their ideas in a clear way, whereas they were much more capable in their 

L1 when discussing the academic matters. In the meantime, students tended to 

adopt a bilingual approach to overcome the difficulty through EMI. For instance, 
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in the Introduction to Film and Television seminar dated on Nov. 30, 2018, 3-5pm 

(O7), when the teacher introduced some concepts and works by Director Alfred 

Hitchcock, some students possessed a Chinese-version small brochure containing 

the biography of Hitchcock and his major films. Hitchcock was a renowned 

English film director almost a century ago, which might cause difficulty to 

understand both the language and the contents of his works.  

Besides, students were also actively participating in English training to 

improve their English proficiency in the informal learning outside the campus. 

During every winter and summer holiday, students like S1 and S4 would actively 

attend preparation courses such as IELTS or TOEFL, as they believed “these 

English courses can bring win-win results to their content learning through EMI 

and the future study overseas”.  

Regarding General/Cognitive strategies adopted by the students, a number 

of means were adopted to facilitate meaning-making towards the taught contents 

in the EMI classes. Besides the commonly adopted strategies, it was frequently 

observed in various EMI classes that students preferred asking questions in the 

intervals between two sessions. This was probably in relation to teachers’ 

perception towards Chinese students about the cultural differences, which was 

verified by S8 from focus group interview 2: 

I don’t want to ask questions directly in front of so many classmates. I feel a bit 

embarrassed because maybe my questions were too silly to ask, or I just hate to 
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attract all the attention. When the class is over, it is then good timing for me to 

raise any issues from the class, which needed clarification from my teachers, so 

my understanding will enhance.  

This was agreed by other interviewees, such as “avoid losing face” (S6) and 

“don’t want to be laughed at” (S2), but the essence was still from a cultural 

perspective that Chinese students were taught to be obedient and patient. 

Nevertheless, by adopting these seemingly “tricky” techniques, students were able 

to think of appropriate ways to understand the content-based knowledge through 

EMI.  

Another powerful way to facilitate content learning was to read more 

extensively beyond their own subjects. For instance, S1 admitted that although 

she studied really hard in her accounting major, “the knowledge for the bigger 

picture was far from sufficient”. She started to subscribe the biweekly The 

Economist, recommended by her course tutor in Auditing class. She believed that 

extra-curriculum reading could enhance her both the English and content 

knowledge in her own field. “Horizon will be greatly expanded”, she concluded. 

Other General/Cognitive strategies were not alien to Chinese students either, all of 

which explicitly showed their diligence and hard work to conquer the barrier in 

EMI. Their endeavors to make their own thinking and reasoning reflected their 

desire to be successful in EMI settings, although some of these strategies were 

quite unique, compared to students in other Chinese universities. For instance, one 
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student gave account of his story to make appointment to see the department head 

after I observed taught master class O5: 

I never saw my head of department in my undergraduate time until graduation. 

However, here I just need to send out an email making appointment with my 

course tutors and department head to meet in person. It made me feel they care 

about our study and progress. 

He was a mature student, compared to those undergraduate interviewees, and his 

personal experience implied that teaching and learning in the focal university 

were distinctive. University X followed the student-centered philosophy where 

students were encouraged to meet their teachers and university managers in 

person, discussing any problems raised in their learning, which was also reflected 

in the individual interview with T4. Such practice was similar to HE institutions in 

the western countries. In a brief summary, it was obvious that although there were 

a number of language barriers, students in the focal university employed a great 

number of language-related and general/cognitive strategies to enhance their 

learning in the various subjects, echoing the results that they were capable of their 

own subject knowledge amid the language barrier in EMI settings. 

Another concern from the students was the use of codeswitching in the 

classroom. Although the university EMI language policy only permitted students 

“to choose to self-study in their native language in addition to English” (Perrin, 

2017, p. 167), codeswitching in classroom interaction was frequently witnessed. 
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Most students acknowledged the use of L1 and justified their rationales for a 

number of reasons, including the ease of mutual understanding and 

communication. Given the fact that language barrier seemed to cause difficulty 

and “get in the way of learning”, they naturally relied on codeswitching to 

facilitate their content learning. Meanwhile, codeswitching occurred more in 

undergraduate classes. For example, when reporting problems and solutions for 

the field trip to audit a local company in the class, S3 from focus group interview 

1 admitted “it would be better to codeswitch back and forth”, as these companies 

were too “localized” to explain in English to both her fellow students and the NES 

course tutor. She also added that once she got better understanding of such “local 

phenomena”, she would then be “more confident” to express her idea and 

suggestions in English in the later class presentation. Similarly, S1 believed that 

codeswitching allowed students to talk “more naturally”, considering that all of 

her group mates were L1 Chinese students. She reflected: 

We will use mainly Chinese to discuss, with occasional mixture with English, 

because first it is a bit weird to speak English with my Chinese group mates and 

second it is easier to communicate in our mother tongue. 

Another example was from S4’s true story. When entering University 

X, she discovered that focus of English was more on the reading and 

writing in secondary level, whereas interaction in English became more 

intensified in the current university EMI environment. That explained how 
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she felt her English advantage became a disadvantage, having experienced 

difficulty in expressing herself in English more clearly. L1 codeswitching, 

then acted as a means of better communication, or a “midway”, in 

discussion with her peers. She commented: 

Even when we use Chinese, there will be many grammar errors, let alone to 

express our ideas in English. Consequently, our ideas will not be clear to be 

understood precisely by other teachers and classmates. 

5.3.4 Summary 

Research Question Two examined the teachers’ perceptions of issues around 

EMI practices at the focal university. For teachers’ own proficiency, most content 

teacher had previously studied in EMI programs, mainly in those 

English-speaking countries, yet their proficiency seemed to be problematic to 

some extent, especially the speaking skills, which hindered the success delivery of 

subject knowledge in EMI. The real emphasis, however, was that both teachers 

and university managers focused on teaching the faculty’s academic strengths, in 

terms of the ability to teach and get published internationally.  

As for students’ English proficiency, it seems that the communicative skills 

were deficient, leading to poor performances in both classroom interactions and 

presentations in the undergraduate EMI classes. The probable explanation was 

either test-oriented English education at secondary level or cultural differences 

between the East and the West. Meanwhile, some teachers found students’ reports 

both logically and linguistically insufficient, but others believed that their students 
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were able to produce quality written assignments after years of immersion in the 

EMI program. It is also evident that Chinese L2 masters performed more 

overwhelmingly than their undergraduate counterparts due to better language 

competence as well as the self-awareness in gaining more from their study 

through EMI.  

The main challenge, however, was the confusing role to be a content teacher 

as the participants claimed they were only teachers, not a parent nor were they 

willing to teach English language in their EMI classes. Nonetheless, it was 

frequently witnessed that they were forced to get involved in English teaching 

since they found being involved too much in teaching English in their classes 

hindered the content-based teaching and learning. Finally, the majority of teachers 

reflected that they had adopted various strategies to enhance their teaching 

effectiveness in the EMI classes. 

5.4 Research Question 3: Perceptions of Language Policy and Language 

Support 

Research Question Three asked about teachers’ opinions on language policy 

and language support in the focal university. In looking at the effects of language 

policy and university language programs, the following two aspects including 

EAP and the continuous language support towards EMI teaching and learning 

were explored. 
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1. To what extent the university policy is appropriate to regulate the EMI 

practices? 

2. Whether the language support is effective to promote EMI teaching and 

learning? 

I decided to investigate the first issue by means of reviewing the university 

documents and interview transcripts, while combining findings from the 

document review, classroom observations and second round of interviews. The 

data from all three above-mentioned methods suggested the overt interventions 

from the university to promote the quality in EMI teaching and learning. More 

importantly, I desired to see if the language policy was justified; or were there any 

conflicts or doubts among the teaching faculties. Meanwhile, it could be evident 

from the data whether the university language support programs were sufficient to 

facilitate EMI teaching and learning in the focal university. 

5.4.1 Perceptions of University Language Policy 

The data from documents showed that University X was one of the few that 

formally established a language policy, regulating the language use in the campus. 

The immediate objectives, as Perrin (2017, p. 164) suggested: First, it aimed to 

“reflect the international nature of its staff and students and acknowledge the 

diverse ranges and varieties of Englishes that the student and staff body bring to 

the university”. On a linguistic perspective, it focused on the “clarity, 

effectiveness and contextual appropriateness of communication”, reflecting the 

goal that the university was persistently seeking for: High academic standards of 
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English proficiency and research excellence internationally. In this sense, the 

covert aim of the establishment of a formal university language policy was to 

accelerate the internationalization of the university, so as to raise its international 

reputation and embark on an academic journey that represents the best of tertiary 

education in China to the outside world.  

5.4.1.1 Practicality of the language policy 

The formal language policy became highly controversial among the 

participants. The debate was partially discussed in the section 5.3.3.5 (p. 128) in 

the perceptions of whether codeswitching violated the university EMI policy, but 

it was worth exploring a bit further, as only University X had such formal 

language policy within its campus, compared to other transnational universities of 

a similar kind. Nonetheless, it was far from reaching any consensus between 

university management staff’s and content instructors regarding the existence of 

the EMI language policy. For university managers, they defended the authoritative 

position of the language policy. For instance, when I asked him if EMI language 

policy was strictly followed in the classroom, and what consequences if the 

teachers and students violated this language policy, T1 reflected: 

It’s not. The language policy is about the status of language, I also talk about 

respecting all languages in the universities. The English is, if the debate in the 

class is in Chinese, then that’s actually against university policy. Sadly, if a 

student complains, that will involve disciplinary measures against that staff. So, 

the policy is quite clear that in class it’s English. 
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His understanding was that both students and teachers should strictly comply with 

the language policy, while any breach of the rule would render that person liable 

to academic penalty. Ironically, he only mentioned the academic punishment for 

the teachers not sticking to the language policy, while ignoring the fact that 

actually “the offenders” were usually the students in various observed classes. 

On the other hand, the content teachers were more flexible towards the EMI 

language policy, permitting the use of Chinese whenever it helped students to 

understand the contents of the subject teaching. T3 also noticed the phenomena in 

which too many Chinese students made the language policy highly impractical. 

Although I only observed his postgraduate classes (O4-5), he told me that in his 

undergraduate class, the Chinese language was a more natural and practical option 

for communication, as the whole class was usually full of Chinese L2 students. 

Thus, he identified some drawbacks, of which one of the major issues was the 

high number of Chinese nationalities within his class causing difficulty in 

promoting EMI. Thus, he argued that it should not be the students or lecturers to 

blame for, if the language used in the classroom could not be purely in English 

given the fact that there were literally “too many Chinese L1 students”. On the 

contrary, in his master classes, the international students occupied almost half of 

the population, then T3 realized that it was possible to achieve an English-only 

environment, as students from different nationalities had to communicate in 

English. 
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Another participant T5 labeled the language policy as “really excessive”, 

arguing that it was students’ freedom of choice on using the language(s) that they 

preferred, as long as they could still “engage with the topic in English and 

articulate themselves in English language”. His testimony was confirmed in the 

observation of his class (O8). When he assigned the group task to discuss an 

English author’s writing genre, most students checked online resources, debated 

in their first language, and drafted possible answers. The selected representative 

then provided a satisfactory answer in English and the classroom activity proved 

that using other language(s) did not obstruct the flow of learning, whereas it 

turned out to be a facilitative tool for better learning outcomes, especially when a 

majority of the students were Chinese speakers. Therefore, the practicality and 

enactment of the EMI policy remained doubtful, given that university leadership 

might not anticipate certain unresolved teaching and learning issues in actual EMI 

classes. 

5.4.2 Perceptions of Language Support 

A language center was established together with the university to enhance 

EMI teaching and learning at the focal university. According to the university 

website, the aim is twofold:  

1. It caters for the urgent needs for language proficiency in students’ academic 

discipline learning.  
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2. It offers a foundation year to bridge the gap for “the skills of independent 

learning and critical thinking” that are desperately needed to study at 

University X where “teaching and learning are in a western environment”.  

Meanwhile, in a more specific strategic plan, it specifies that the language center 

provides consistently high-quality teaching to students in the fields of language 

and learning. From the university handbook for undergraduate students, there are 

currently two types of language support from the language center: 1.5 years of 

EAP language teaching and consistent language assistance in the later academic 

years. In the EAP program, students are enrolled into tailor-made language 

training courses to help them adapt to the academic learning more quickly. 

However, whether or not the language support was continuous in the university 

senior years raised much attention from the teachers and it was also a cause for 

concern where the majority of debates and arguments arose. 

5.4.2.1 Perceptions of EAP 

Teachers showed their positive attitudes towards 1.5 years of EAP which 

enhanced students’ academic English skills. For instance, T4 sympathized with 

language center teaching staff, arguing that it was a challenging job to help those 

inexperienced L2 learners reach the standards that “a British university would 

expect” in such a short period of time. Meanwhile, he also offered his own 

suggestion that “a progression mechanism” should be introduced and made 

compulsory, as he discovered that the current rules regulating students’ learning 

performance were not rigorous enough. Any freshmen who failed to pass a 
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minimum score at the end of the EAP year must repeat another year. By 

establishing such a policy, he believed that it might “motivate those casual 

learners, so not everyone could progress to the second academic year without 

worrying about disqualification from the EAP”. In addition, some teachers 

pointed out that EAP should not be confined to students only, as many teachers 

also needed to enhance their English skills. Since all teachers had gone through 

the interview process, it was evident that their academic strengths were 

guaranteed. What they needed was on how to lecture better in English, especially 

for those NNES teachers. Thus, T1 recommended that content teachers should 

seek help from the language specialists to see “if there is anything that can be 

done between the two sides”. 

Meanwhile, both university managers and others observed that the biggest 

contribution of EAP was the significant enhancement of students’ academic skills 

in the EMI environment. Prior to entering University X, what most Chinese 

students received was CMI, even in high school English classes. However, once 

they studied at University X, they suddenly entered “a paradise where everything 

was taught in English”, and EAP was inevitably raising students’ language ability 

in all aspects: they had more chances to speak up and communicate in English; 

they had more occasions in presenting their projects, groupworks and individual 

research in English; and they had more opportunities to work with their foreign 

language instructors in English. All of these language experiences not only greatly 

improved their English proficiency that was needed for their subject learning, but 
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students’ confidence was also leveled up to a larger extent. Many students became 

more “vocal” and no longer were afraid to talk, transforming their “Dumb 

English” to be able to use this authentic working language “for the first time in 

their study history”. That, perhaps, explained students’ favorable attitudes towards 

EAP from the language center, as well as subject lecturers’ acknowledgement 

towards the efforts that EAP language tutors had made before.  

5.4.2.2 Perceptions of continuous language support 

The main concern, however, was on the continuous language assistance in 

the senior years for the students. The form of language assistance in Year Three 

and Year Four was called “continuous support”, in which a group of full-time 

language experts from the language center provided personalized one-to-one 

language help if the students applied for such service. It seems that not only were 

the content teachers’ perceptions varied, again the university leaders also 

distanced their views with the teaching faculty on such an issue.  

Several participants criticized the language support for being either 

ineffective or discontinuous. For example, one form of such continuous language 

support was to cooperate with language specialists dispatched from the language 

center. From the classroom observations, however, such measures were not 

sufficiently effective. During the observation for the Auditing tutorial class (O1), 

an EAP tutor was invited to co-teach with the content teacher T2. Though 

interactions between the EAP teacher and students increased dramatically, it 

seemed that there was a disparity between the language contents and language 
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needs. T8 also noticed such co-teaching was disconnected, suggesting that it 

might be better if language teaching were subject-oriented rather than just merely 

some continuation from the EAP years. The other form was the personal 

consultation of academic English literacy for students during their senior years. 

For this part of the academic English language support, T5 frankly admitted that 

he did not even know the existence of such kind, let alone to his students. That 

perhaps would lead to “the wasted efforts and manpower by the language center” 

(T5). 

Conversely, other teachers recognized the role that the subsequent language 

support had played in enhancing students’ proficiency. T6 deemed that language 

tutors were “making a lot of efforts” to reconcile with subject content. Besides, 

the most noticeable effort he observed was that those English language specialists 

had incorporated the necessary technical vocabulary in their subject classes. For 

instance, he would align with his colleagues from the language center on his 

teaching plan, while those language tutors would prepare for their EAP contents 

accordingly. In this regard, T6 believed that “gap is being bridged”, but 

nonetheless it could only be achieved if the alignment as well as the internal 

communication between the language tutors and subject teachers was “direct and 

efficient”.  

University senior T13 also systematically reviewed EAP course aims, 

contents and the effectiveness towards the EAP program and language center. He 
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firmly believed that language support was “being consistent” as University X 

promised. However, similar to T5’s opinion, he discovered that neither were the 

students informed of the existence of such language support, nor would some of 

them “aspire to use it” even though they knew it had been in practice for a while. 

From T13’s interpretation, the students’ negative feelings of consistent language 

support were caused by their passive learning attitude and motivation. In this 

sense, T13 argued that university resources, like language support, were always 

there to help but the differences lied in “whether students actively sought for those 

resources or not”. 

5.4.2.3 Students’ views towards language policy and language support 

For language policy, there existed a paradox between official language 

policy and actual practice among the students. On the one hand, they upheld the 

legitimacy of having a language policy, arguing that it reflected the core value of 

University X being an international one, whilst on the other hand, the actual 

practices did not match exactly with what they had claimed. From focus group 

interview 1, S2’s verdict of the EMI language policy was “successful”, based on 

her personal experience for nearly four years in the university. S1 suggested that 

the policy was “well executed” among the teachers and she further illustrated with 

scenarios where her classmate was required to switch back to English after using 

Chinese during an academic consultation. Nonetheless, there were always 

scenarios where sometimes students had to violate the language policy, and she 

reported: 
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For me, our classmates talk mostly in Chinese. Although it is better to use 

English in academic affairs, sometimes it is very difficult to express ourselves, 

or make our ideas understood among classmates. 

From the above quotation, it was evident that her interpretation on language 

policy depended on circumstances: when interacting with the teachers, 

English-only policy could be strictly observed, but if the interaction were with her 

Chinese peers, it would not be strictly observed. For undergraduates, enhancing 

mutual understanding was the first priority, and the ultimate goal was to promote 

learning through better communication. 

By contrast, some postgraduates held a strikingly different view on the 

current implementation of official language policy. A Chinese taught master 

student pointed out “language policy is carried out satisfactorily in master courses 

and EMI was successful”, given that there were virtually more international 

students and foreign staff members in their classes, making English become the 

only possible language for communication and medium of instruction. However, 

he criticized that “pledge could not be kept” among undergraduates, since most 

conversation between them and their lecturers outside the class time was in 

Chinese. Another taught master students realized that her Chinese classmates were 

“very eager to learn and speak English” in her master courses, and thus her 

judgement on implementing the language policy was “satisfactory” as well. 



 

148 

 

However, what she also experienced sometimes was “unconsciously breaking the 

rules”, especially when she was in a group with Chinese students.  

We speak in English and we use it to communicate but it’s more problematic. 

When we have group work and imagine we have 4 Chinese and I am the only 

foreigner, they tend to speak in Chinese. And I literally don’t know what is 

going on. But I mean, some of the Chinese people are shy to speak to 

foreigners. 

Regarding the language support, one undergraduate student from Agenda 

Setting for Communication (O7) generally believed that EAP was “useful”, since 

her scores for EAP standardized tests had been significantly improved after a 

semester’s intensive academic English language training. Besides, despite the fact 

that most Chinese students became “frozen” in O7, she recalled that EAP teachers 

did actually emphasize on how to make a better presentation. Therefore, she 

argued that EAP curriculum should not be the one to blame, as the success of 

language learning depends on multiple factors, such as individual learning ability 

and personal motivation. 

Concerning the EAP content, one student from O1-3 classes regarded 

rhetoric in academic writing as the most difficult part to learn and acquire. She 

reported a particular EAP writing class where her assignment could not reach the 

expected academic standards: 
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Tutors didn’t tell us what to write, but instead they would come up with a topic 

and teach us skills and methods in academic English writing. As for the specific 

topic, it would be similar to IELTS writing for rhetoric, such as advantages and 

disadvantages, and our language tutors would help us structure the topic and 

supporting sentences. However, when you write, you feel everything is good, 

but usually the result isn’t as good as expected after we submit. 

For her and her fellow Chinese classmate, it was easier to imitate the 

structure of an academic assignment in a short period, whereas the logics that 

western academic world held were difficult to understand and “learn”. In this 

sense, 1.5 years of EAP was not sufficiently enough for students who were 

admitted from Chinese Gaokao system because “it was a whole set of philosophy, 

ideology and thinking that we need to alter and adapt to”, as she reflected. Thus, 

in accordance to T4, most undergraduate students firmly believed that EAP should 

be taught throughout their whole university journey. More importantly, in 

response to her learning difficulty, it was suggested that western cultural elements 

be integrated into English language curriculum in EAP, as thinking originates 

from culture. 

5.4.3 Summary 

Research Question Three investigated the teachers’ perceptions of 

university language policy and language support. It seemed that practicality of the 

EMI policy had raised much of the debate between the university leaders and 

teaching faculties. Meanwhile, in terms of the effectiveness of language support to 
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promote EMI teaching and learning, there were many diverged perceptions among 

the teacher participants. On the one hand, most teachers realized that EAP had 

been very effective and useful to enhance students’ proficiency, whereas some 

criticized the insufficient language support for students in the senior years. From 

the perspectives of the university managers, they criticized that it was the 

students’ own responsibility not to make better use of the continuous language 

support. 

5.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have investigated university teachers’ perceptions of the 

transnational university and its students, EMI practices, along with university EMI 

policy and language support. In the next chapter, I discuss the findings used to 

address the three research questions of the current study. 
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Chapter 6 Findings and Discussions 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I adopt the theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter Three 

to discuss the findings presented in the previous chapter. In addition, ways of 

improving current EMI practice are provided. Through observations, interviews, 

and documentary data, the short-term to medium-term development of EMI 

practice in China’s transnational universities are proposed. Thus, the current 

chapter also highlights suggestions to enhance the effectiveness of EMI teaching 

and learning at University X as well as to inform other transnational universities 

of a similar kind. 

6.2 Summary of the Results 

The overarching purpose of this research was to empirically investigate 

teachers’ perceptions of EMI practice at one Sino-UK transnational university in 

mainland China. It sought to discover what teachers perceived towards the 

transnational university and its students, the EMI practices, and the language 

policy and language support. 

This research has revealed that most teachers strongly acknowledged these 

unique universities in this country, as they have shaped university education at 

individual, institutional and even national levels. Due to the perseverance of EMI 

practices and British academic merits, university teachers believed that this 
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transnational university would bring their students a number of advantages, such 

as in further study, work and social life. In the meantime, EMI also hugely 

benefitted the teachers, in terms of teaching and academic research on the 

international stage. At the institutional level, the increasing development of the 

focal university deepened the intercultural communication with overseas 

institutions, bridging the academic exchange with the rest of the world, which 

would finally lead to the internationalization of Chinese HE. 

Meanwhile, university teachers evaluated both teachers and students’ 

English proficiency and claimed that the difficulty in EMI teaching and learning 

was not actually stemmed from linguistic aspects. Rather, Chinese students’ 

expectations towards teachers should be altered because they mistakenly regarded 

their EMI teachers as more than just teachers, which frequently affected the 

effectiveness of EMI in a negative way. Although EMI practices were sometimes 

restrained by insufficient language proficiency, many content teachers had strived 

to adopt various teaching strategies to overcome the difficulty in teaching through 

EMI. However, divergent views were foregrounded between the front-line 

teachers and university managers on the feasibility of establishing a formal EMI 

language policy, in which the former argued it was redundant, but the latter 

insisted its usefulness. EAP was also another concern for the content teachers for 

its ineffectiveness to help their students learn through the senior years in EMI.  
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6.3 Discussion 

This study aimed at investigating three main areas of the university 

teachers’ perceptions on the implementation of English Medium Instruction (EMI) 

at the focal university in China. First, it intended to find out their views and 

attitudes towards the unique characteristics of transnational EMI education. 

Second, this study attempted to explore the teachers’ views upon the actual EMI 

practices in the authentic university class, in terms of the evaluation of teachers’ 

and students’ proficiency, challenges in cultural diversity and use of alternative 

teaching strategies. Third, teachers’ perspectives of language policy and support 

for achieving the facilitation of EMI teaching and learning were investigated. The 

case study approach was used to serve the above research purposes. This study 

was comprehensive in a sense that the researcher obtained extensive yet precise 

information from a relatively smaller sample group in a qualitative way (Creswell, 

2014, p. 221). Thus, I was able to focus on the qualitative data to both compare 

the results and triangulate the data, so an in-depth discussion was provided. The 

following discussion covers the converged qualitative results. 

As a guideline, I have categorized the findings of the current study in 

accordance with the Spolsky’s (2004, 2009) three-pronged language policy theory. 

For Findings 1-3, they mainly deal with aspects of language practices, while 

Findings 4-8 reflect the teachers’ changing beliefs towards EMI practices, as 

language beliefs influence the teaching practices (Pun & Thomas, 2020). 
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Meanwhile, Findings 9-12 concentrate on the language management, namely 

language policy and language support at the focal university. 

6.3.1 Impacts of EMI  

Language policy theories proposed by Spolsky (2004, 2009) helped to 

understand the internal mechanisms of EMI practices. The theoretical frameworks 

described the rationale with how and why EMI was practiced and implemented in 

which agreement was by and large reached among all stakeholders. The three 

interrelated components in Spolsky’s frameworks also addressed the crucial role 

of these internal mechanisms that had played in promoting the effectiveness of 

EMI teaching and learning. In addition, Gal’s (2009) language ideology also 

projected the hidden agenda that ideologies from a socially constructed 

perspective could shape the way in which EMI was practiced and interpreted. 

Such scaffoldings of theories worked hand-in-hand to consolidate the 

contextualization of the study.  The findings of this study have identified the 

following three main aspects, which are a) the impact of EMI on teaching and 

learning; b) changes in beliefs or ideology of EMI; and c) rethinking on university 

EMI management. From the results of the study, especially the research questions 

1-2, the study indicated that EMI was particularly emphasized at University and 

the Chinese students were regarded as the unique types of HE students in this 

country. Meanwhile, in terms of specific EMI practices in the focal university, it 

was evident that NNS teachers’ accents caused difficulty to the understanding of 

the course whilst students’ interaction hindered teaching and learning in the EMI. 
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The main challenge, nonetheless, is the differences between the university 

teachers and students of the ways to treat students in the focal university. These 

results informed of the impacts that EMI brought to its transnational HE and 

students, and thus three major findings were identified in accordance to these 

results from RQ1 and RQ2. First, as these Chinese students are unique in a 

distinctive Chinese EMI context, content teachers must develop new EMI 

strategies to enhance the effectiveness in teaching. Second, as most of students 

were Chinese who came directly from Chinese secondary education, their 

communicative skills in academic English remained a severe deficiency in EMI. 

Therefore, particular emphasis should be given to enhance students’ 

communicative ability in order to better cope with EMI. Finally, in a more 

advanced level, it seems that Chinese students should learn to be more 

independent so fostering a higher degree is of crucial importance to the EMI 

environment in the transnational HE context. I will discuss these findings in detail 

in the following sub-sections. 

6.3.2 Findings for Teaching 

As EMI was a challenge in the university classes, teachers had to adjust 

their teaching behaviors in order to adapt to it. Data revealed that there had been 

different levels of difficulties existing in transnational EMI instructional settings, 

which were corroborated with previous studies (Ammon & McConnell, 2002; 

Coleman, 2006; Goodman, 2014; Marsh & Laitinen, 2005). Meanwhile, 

university teachers had adopted various teaching strategies to facilitate EMI 
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teaching, affirming with other studies in the similar EMI settings (e.g., Poon & 

Lau, 2011). Nonetheless, these course instructors’ previous experiences could no 

longer be used as a reference point to the new EMI environment where almost 

every student was Chinese. Thus, Finding 1 of the current study shows that when 

delivering the same curriculum through EMI, these teachers could not rely on 

their previous teaching experiences but to develop new methods and strategies 

to enhance EMI teaching in the context of transnational HE in China. Thus, it 

seems that EMI was a brand-new teaching experience for most of the teacher 

participants.  

The results revealed teachers’ endeavor to improve and adjust their teaching 

to suit the needs of their Chinese students. Compared to other EMI settings, these 

EMI teaching strategies were distinctive in nature, labeled as “specialty” to meet 

the demands of Chinese students. For instance, for teachers from sciences 

disciplines, being accurate in teaching was always among their top priorities. In 

order to achieve it, specifically tailor-made wordlists could be seen as a useful 

technique, which also consolidated Basturkmen’s (2018) research on having a 

specialized vocabulary to support students’ learning of the academic register and 

the development of disciplinary literacy. Having recognized the inherent 

characteristics of language and the important function of terminology, these 

teaching faculties believed that their students would gradually expand their 

“linguistic repertoire” and learn to speak more accurately.  



 

157 

 

As for course instructors from social sciences, they employed more 

techniques in the classes, ranging from making good use of online resources to the 

improvements in their own teaching skills, enhancing their teaching and 

facilitating students’ understanding. Perhaps the rationale lies in the differences of 

disciplinary cultures and the nature of disciplinary knowledge. Chang (2012) 

proposed a continuum of social sciences as “soft” sciences on one end, while 

sciences and engineering as “hard” sciences on the other, claiming that: 

In the hard fields, the process of knowledge production is cumulative in nature; 

more shared background knowledge and standard procedures of knowledge 

making can, thus, be established. (In contrast) the process of establishing new 

knowledge in the soft fields tends to be more persuasive and dialogic in nature 

and does not show the same linear developmental patterns as that in the hard 

fields. (Chang, 2012, p. 113) 

Thus, when examining the teaching strategies to teach through EMI, it was 

found that University X teachers used distinctive methods to facilitate teaching 

and learning, which might be unique in the context of transnational HE in China. 

6.3.3 Findings for Students and their Learning 

The results revealed that teachers were particularly dissatisfied with 

students’ linguistic proficiency affecting the learning of the content knowledge, as 

well as misinterpretation of the teachers’ role. In this sense, it was found that not 

only were the students’ content-based subject knowledge and English proficiency 

important, but a higher level of learning autonomy also played a decisive role 
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determining the success of EMI education in the context of transnational HE in 

China. 

6.3.3.1 Students’ English learning 

The finding verified with other studies in similar contexts that EMI affected 

the way that Chinese students treated English learning, in terms of too much 

emphasis on the vocabulary (Li & Ruan, 2015) as well as the speaking anxiety to 

use English as a foreign langue (Chou, 2018). For Chinese students at University 

X, vocabulary learning was one of the obsessions, becoming a recurrent theme in 

the various observed classes discussed in the previous finding chapter. They 

considered vocabulary to be necessary in the content courses, whereas such a 

notion was frequently overthrown by their course instructors, because Finding 2 

of the current study reinforces that communicative skills of the students are 

more vital in EMI classes. Eventually, it would lead to a change in beliefs 

towards English learning among students, realizing that vocabulary acquisition as 

a part but not the whole picture in subject knowledge learning. 

Moreover, students’ English-speaking ability was also particularly focused 

by the teacher participants, as it determined the outcomes of EMI teaching and 

learning. This consolidated findings from EMI contexts in Taiwanese universities 

(Chou, 2017, 2018). For other similar studies (see Huang & Hung, 2013; Zhou, 

2016), the results also indicated that students lacked confidence in speaking and 

were afraid for losing face in front of their fellow students, discouraging them 

from class participation. It seemed that speaking anxiety was in connection with 
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“lower levels of language achievement” (Chou, 2018, p. 615), which could further 

diminish students’ enthusiasm to study subject knowledge in the EMI mode. Some 

even dropped out of EMI programs due to their incapability to handle English in 

the initial years at University X. 

6.3.3.2 Students’ Learning Autonomy 

One of the significant findings of the current study was students’ learning 

autonomy, as it was recognized by the teaching faculties as being highly crucial. 

Nonetheless, it was found that Chinese students had not yet acknowledged the 

importance of self-autonomy towards learning in EMI. In their study, Li and Ruan 

(2015) discovered that after an academic year in EMI, students were able to take 

on more responsibility to care about their own learning, and to practice more 

actively by themselves at class in order to learn English well. On the contrary, the 

finding of the current study indicated that Chinese students expected more 

scaffolding and attention from their teachers, which would frequently result in 

conflicts with their course instructors at University X.  

The finding was in contrast to other similar research (Zhong, 2010, 2014), 

as University X teachers believed that the learning autonomy of students did not 

progress after studying EAP in an EMI university. Throughout their education, 

Chinese students developed strong exam-oriented skills but not the skills for 

self-management. Gradually, they formed a habit of being told what to do and 

following orders from their parents and teachers in school, becoming those who 

had “quick minds” but were academically incapable. In contrast, teachers at 
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University X emphasized task-based and students-led approach and evaluation on 

students’ progress was formative, focusing on the holistic development of an ELF 

learner. Thus, Finding 3 suggests that fostering a higher level of learning 

autonomy is crucial for EMI students to be more successful in their study. 

6.4 Changes in Beliefs of EMI 

From the results of all three research questions, the research indicated that 

students’ ability to communicate and interact was among the most crucial 

elements of the teaching effectiveness in EMI. Thus, it was found that university 

teachers should change their beliefs in EMI teaching from focusing on 

disciplinary literacy to developing students’ communicative and interpersonal 

skills in the focal university. The research also revealed that teachers were very 

tolerant towards the use of L1 as well as codeswitching. In this regard, it was 

found that university teachers in the transnational EMI context in China became 

more flexible towards the use of languages, instead of focusing on adopting 

so-called standard English as the only medium. Finally, teachers changed their 

beliefs after teaching through English after a period of time, such as shifting their 

teaching focus, embracing other languages and cooperating more effectively with 

language specialists.  

Regarding students’ changes of EMI beliefs, the results from RQ1 and RQ2 

suggested that students also changed their beliefs towards English and learning 

the content subject knowledge through English, from being forced to learn to 
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feeling privileged to have EMI. The results from RQ1 indicated that there was a 

change of personal characteristics after studying in this transnational university 

for a number of years and the pride of being an EMI student was also evident. 

Results from RQ2 revealed the students’ performance in EMI, arguing that they 

focused on language aspects more than on the learning outcomes. Thus, it was 

found that students in the focal university had more sense of privilege studying in 

EMI, but it was also clear that they must transform their learning attitudes from 

studying the language to studying in English. In the following sub-sections, I will 

look into the changes in beliefs for both teachers and students in greater detail. 

6.4.1 Changes in Teachers’ EMI Beliefs 

Spolsky (2004, 2009) suggested that beliefs influenced perceptions and 

teaching behaviors, so understanding what changes occurred in the current EMI 

context was of significance to the current teaching practices in the focal university. 

Hu and Lei (2014) reported that the “less-than-ideal EMI reality” resulted in the 

changes for the teachers to cope with the difficult situation. Thus, Finding 4 

reveals that teachers changed to focus more on developing their students’ 

communicative skills rather than disciplinary literacy. The results revealed 

that Chinese students could not express their ideas and thinking through EMI, 

jeopardizing the learning process, so University X teachers changed their beliefs 

accordingly to cater for the needs of EMI teaching and learning in the 

transnational HE context. Vocabulary learning was no longer regarded as 

important whereas communicative skills became more significant. They tried hard 
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to make themselves understood and also expected their students to voice their 

opinions in the classes, which would finally promote the teaching and learning of 

EMI. 

Second, Finding 5 of the current study is that teachers became 

increasingly more flexible towards their students using other languages in 

EMI classes. Kirkpatrick (2014) challenged the notion of having an English-only 

policy in EMI programs, arguing that university policymakers should carefully 

revise their language policy when these international universities were 

multilingual. In the past, some teachers, especially NES, took English language 

for granted, emphasizing that it was the actual lingua franca in the Western 

academia. However, the results suggested that all teacher participants did not 

possess any prejudice towards the use of other languages, especially the Chinese 

language, which would help them better understand their students’ learning 

strategies as well as respect knowledge written in other languages. 

Finally, Finding 6 is that content-based teachers believed that they 

should collaborate with EAP tutors in a better way at University X, 

consolidating previous studies in other EMI universities (e.g., Airey, 2016). 

Collaboration between EAP specialists and content teachers has been increasingly 

common in many international HE institutions (Mancho & Arnó, 2017; Wilkinson, 

2013), and the intended aim was to overcome the language barriers more directly 

in an EMI class. Although discrimination did not exist in the current study, as was 
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illustrated in other studies (Airey 2016; Dearden, 2018), cross-disciplinary 

diversity caused difficulty in collaboration between the content teachers and the 

EAP experts. In addition, there used to be a reluctance of inviting language 

specialists to join the content-based teaching, especially when issues would be 

raised in areas, such as teaching proportion/load division and communication 

between both parties. Nonetheless, the finding revealed that after realizing the 

importance of students’ English proficiency in the senior years, teachers from the 

focal site actively sought cooperation with language tutors to enhance the quality 

of content-based teaching in EMI. They worked more intensively on how to teach 

better and were more willing to sacrifice when dividing the workload with the 

language teachers. 

6.4.2 Changes in Students’ EMI Beliefs 

Teachers also suggested that their students’ beliefs towards English and EMI 

had changed over time and Finding 7 shows that these EMI students feel 

privileged to have the opportunity to study English. Such change was found 

when students’ level of English improved after studying for an academic year at 

this EMI university, as they realized that English could be an important part of 

their life, which was reflected in Dearden and Macaro’s (2016) study: “a passport” 

to a global world and a key to success in terms of opening doors and opportunities. 

In the context of a transnational university, it enabled them to have closer contacts 

with students and teachers from overseas. These EMI students then believed that 

they could act as a communicator of cultures through EMI, which was 
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acknowledged in Lapresta-Rey et al.’s (2017) study that students were encouraged 

to seek opportunities for international exposure.  

Meanwhile, students increasingly cherished the opportunity to receive EMI 

education in the context of transnational university. Spolsky (2004) suggested that 

“language ideology or beliefs designate a speech community’s consensus on what 

value to apply to each of the language variables or named language varieties that 

make up its repertoire” (p. 14). Students at the focal university determined that 

EMI was a much more preferred choice than Chinese medium instruction (CMI) 

or bilingual medium instruction (CMI & EMI). Such change of beliefs reshaped 

their way towards EMI practices and attitudes in terms of being privileged to be 

able to study through EMI and would finally result in having positive academic 

outcomes. A recent survey among transnational university graduates indicated an 

overwhelming figure of 76%, compared to 10.8% of graduates of various Chinese 

universities pursuing further study (The University of Nottingham Ningbo China, 

2018). Lu (2018) firmly claimed that it was their transnational university 

experience as well as English proficiency that made their applications stand out. 

The study also confirmed with Botha’s (2013) study that having a good English 

proficiency would often been a necessity when seeking for better employment 

opportunity in the near future. 

Secondly, Finding 8 suggested that students must transform their 

attitudes from studying the language to studying IN the English. This 



 

165 

 

phenomenon was explicitly witnessed by many educational practitioners at 

University X. The issue that Chinese students focus on details in English learning 

while neglecting the real purpose and intention was consolidated in the data 

reported by different university teachers. They suggested that all students should 

be able to distinguish two existing ideas towards ELT: studying the language and 

studying IN the language, which reminds the students to “incorporate English into 

subject teaching and learning”. The most popular and common misunderstanding 

of English that many Chinese students possessed in the focal university was that 

they treated English as “a subject rather than a tool”, but it was strange to divorce 

language from content as they never realized English language was an integral 

part of their learning. 

6.5 University Language Support and Language Policy 

Results of the study indicated that NNS teachers concerned on how to teach 

better in response to RQ2 and the suitability and practicality of language policy in 

EMI classes. Meanwhile, a gap was identified between the content learning and 

language programs. Scarce continuous language support in the academic years 

was also evident. Accordingly, University X leadership had put a number of overt 

language interventions into practice, ranging from initial years of EAP for 

undergraduates to the establishment of a formal university language policy. 

However, the findings confirmed Hu and Lei’s (2014) study, as Finding 9 

suggests that conflicts, doubts and misalignments were commonly witnessed 
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in the current study. Since those measures did not achieve their intended aims, nor 

were they regarded as effective, arousing disputes among the lecturers and 

university leadership to reflect on the following main features.  

6.5.1 Ambiguity in EAP Curricula 

Almost every EMI transnational university established the EAP year to 

support their Chinese students and it was believed to be a useful bridging 

language program to enhance university EMI teaching and learning (Airey, 2016; 

Hyland, 2008). Nonetheless, Dearden (2014) argued that “in many countries the 

educational infrastructure doesn’t support quality EMI provision” (p. 2), and it 

was also true that EAP at University X was too generic to have a particular focus, 

offering curricula that were commonly adopted by other transnational universities. 

Thus, the first reflection was whether there would be a better solution to 

incorporate EAP into university EMI programs in order to enhance the teaching 

and learning for subject knowledge in the later years. 

6.5.2 Consistency in EAP Curriculum Planning 

EAP should target both students and the teachers. Finding 10 maintains 

that EAP module for students should be more consistent and focused, 

accompanying a student throughout his or her whole four years of university 

education. In other words, the design of the EAP curriculum must be in 

accordance with the actual needs of the students. O’Dwyer and Atli (2018) 

believed that suitable pedagogical conditions were needed to ensure students 

enhance language competencies in order to be successful in completing their 
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studies through EMI. In the current study, the focus was mostly on improving 

students’ communicative skills in the junior years as well as academic writing in 

the senior years. Thus, it might be more appropriate to design more practices in 

the interpersonal and communicative aspects in the first 2 years, and then 

emphasize teaching students how to write more academically and professionally 

in the next 2 years. Such curriculum provision would also respond to teachers’ 

concerns that academic writing constantly was an obstacle hindering students’ 

learning in EMI, especially when the students completed their Final Year Project 

(FYP). 

As for what EAP should be ideally offered to the content teaching staff, 

Finding 11 suggests that it should enhance both communicative and academic 

writing skills for the teaching faculty. Drljača Margić, and Vodopija-Krstanović 

(2018) provided a very good model. In their research for a language development 

(LD) program for Croatian teachers in EMI, they introduced a two-module course 

for Speaking and Writing respectively. Regarding Speaking Competences for EMI, 

teachers would rehearse the fluency as well as accuracy in academic discourse 

through a number of stimulated real-life classroom situations. One useful element 

in the speaking module was a mini lecture trial for peer observation and feedback. 

Such a technique was practiced by one participant (T7) during the classroom 

observation in this study, which proved to be very useful. However, in his 

subsequent individual interview, he admitted that it was solely a departmental 

level activity to exchange colleagues’ teaching experiences and reflections in the 
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EMI classroom. Therefore, it is strongly proposed that peer review for lectures 

and seminars should be promoted and extended to all other departments and 

teaching centers at University X. For Writing Competences for EMI, it focused on 

lecturers’ use of academic English to develop course materials, including 

PowerPoint slides and online interactions, aiming at dealing with linguistic related 

issues.  

Another aspect, which was often neglected, is the tailor-made EAP module 

for the NNES teachers at University X. Tuomainen (2018) observed that while 

EMI was increasingly common in the tertiary level, HE instructors, such as 

teachers and professors, received little pedagogical guidance nor any language 

training program to assist their teaching through EMI. In the present study, it was 

also true that no language support had been offered towards the lecturing staff. 

Although they were academically qualified, some NNES lecturers severely lacked 

the language proficiency to successfully deliver their subject knowledge in an 

EMI class, resulting in students’ preference to NES lecturers as well as their 

resentment towards some NNES whose English was difficult to understand. 

Dearden (2018) witnessed such deficit that English language specialists were in 

urgent need to offer language support to EMI academics who worked in a 

multilingual HE environment, as special linguistic abilities and pedagogical skills 

must be possessed in order to teach those L1 students. 
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The last possible solution is associated with Finding 6 in section 6.4.1 (p. 

161), enhancing better collaboration between the content teachers and language 

tutors for continuous EAP support in the students’ senior years. Familiarizing with 

each other is the first but an essential step. In the current study, they worked in 

separate buildings, which lacked co-working experiences, leading to a 

dissimilarity of teaching contents from both sides. Therefore, the language center 

at University X might assign one or two EAP experts to have a “sit-in” policy at 

each department, getting more familiar with the individual department cultures 

and expertise, and then gradually enhance the EAP tutors’ understanding of what 

students actually need. Through better collaboration and communication between 

the EAP experts and EMI academics, it is believed co-teaching is deemed to be 

more useful. 

6.5.3 Practicality of Language Policy 

Finding 12 of the current study is the need to fine-tune the formal 

university language policy. In connection with Spolsky’s framework, language 

management was motivated by language ideology, and management efforts made 

by university policymakers and managers to reflect agendas politically, 

ideologically and socially (Shohamy, 2006). The results revealed that participating 

teachers believed their students preferred British and American accents, affirming 

Baker and Huttner’s (2019) study that EMI policy was contextualized towards a 

monolingual standard English ideology, especially Anglophone English. Such 

language ideology of being a monolingual standard English in the international 
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EMI programs also confirmed the findings from other studies in EMI contexts 

(Doiz et al., 2013; Jenkins, 2014). At the focal university, however, the 

establishment of an official EMI policy had aroused controversy about its 

justification between lecturers and university managers. This study has depicted a 

number of practicality issues that front-line EMI lecturers encountered within a 

hierarchical environment where they were forced to closely observe or comply 

with the strictly-enacted EMI policy by university leaders. 

For University X leadership, senior managers believed that the EMI 

language policy had been achieved. Administration of recruitment for both 

students and teachers was a case in point. The entry requirement of English 

language for Chinese undergraduates at University X was 115 out of 150 in 

Gaokao. Compared to their peers in other Chinese universities, although these 

students were mostly top scorers of English, most of them were far from being 

capable to study in EMI. On the other hand, there was no benchmark English test 

in the recruiting process for the teaching staff, let alone any prerequisites. If the 

teaching staff, especially those NNES, did not possess sufficient linguistic skills to 

deliver their subject knowledge, it was highly impossible to implement EMI in 

front of almost all Chinese L1 students. Thus, establishing such an official EMI 

language policy became insignificant, as it was deemed unrealistic to execute.  
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6.5.4 Need for a Revision of Current EMI Language Policy 

Given the current EMI situation, the EMI policy is advised to be revised in 

the focal university. Adjusting some aspects of the current language policy below 

are necessary: 

 language of learning and teaching 

 language of assessment 

 language of recruitment 

 language of research 

 language of administration 

 social and daily life language (Perrin, 2017, p. 166). 

For the first category for language of learning and teaching, it states that 

“English is required to be the language used consistently in all forms of 

knowledge delivery” (Perrin, 2017, p. 167), minor modifications can be applied. 

Since the results overtly revealed that lecturers’ agreement towards the 

effectiveness of adopting codeswitching to L1 in EMI classrooms, there is no need 

to confine to a monolingual environment at the focal university. Given that most 

students were Chinese speakers, it is suggested that Chinese language could be an 

additional language of teaching and learning, especially in the undergraduate 

programs. Regarding EMI policy on language of assessment, there was a previous 

concern about whether EMI would eventually lead to Englishisation and linguistic 
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imperialism (Kirkpatrick, 2011; 2017; Phillipson, 1992), as EMI usually excluded 

learning resources from other languages (in this context, Chinese language), it is 

then feasible to add references in the Chinese language as a supplement, in terms 

of useful learning resources in formal written assignments, reports and other 

means. 

Major changes should be made to language of recruitment for both students 

and teaching faculties. Perrin (2017) stated that nowadays, Chinese 

undergraduates from University X were admitted based solely on overall Gaokao 

scores, and exempted from any English language requirement. As a matter of fact, 

this English policy had been already revised once. In order to be admitted, 

University X required at least 115 out of 150 in the English subtest of Gaokao. 

Although by deleting the entry requirement for home students, it can reduce their 

learning burden in Gaokao, a stronger and more compulsory formative assessment 

for students’ EAP performance must be introduced in the end. Currently, “no 

English language requirement” policy seems to be continuous at the end of a 

student’s first year EAP, with no progression mechanism to evaluate their 

performance. By introducing such powerful progression evaluation, as was also 

suggested by T5, the university could ensure the quality of its EMI program, 

screening out less proficient learners to offer additional EAP help to them. 

For the current EMI policy of staff employment, there was no benchmark 

test for language at all, only with preference to those who had previously studied 
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in English-speaking countries before. Moreover, Ryan (2018) reported that 

English competence would usually be sacrificed for academic strengths for the 

university faculty. The result of the current study showed that some NNES 

lecturers had difficulty in delivering content knowledge in EMI, causing 

misunderstanding and even mistrust between the NNES lecturers and their 

students. Less restricted recruitment procedures of recruitment might help target 

elite scholars who were academically strong, but the negligence in staff’s English 

language would frequently result in undesirable teachers’ performance. Though it 

is agreed that academic strengths should be the priority to determine lecturing 

staff’s suitability for the academic posts, language competence is of equal 

importance to the success of EMI at University X. Therefore, full-scale appraisal 

detailing all aspects of a potential teacher candidate was deemed appropriate. 

6.6 Summary 

This chapter has discussed teachers’ perceptions about key issues of EMI in 

the focal university. It has been suggested that the central themes were stemmed 

from actual EMI practices, beliefs and policy and language support, and these key 

issues formed the rationale underlying teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards 

EMI. The findings indicated that EMI in the focal university shaped the way of 

teaching and learning, which had a direct impact on both teachers and students. 

Given the fact that the university, EMI education and the students were all unique 

compared to other contexts, new teaching strategies have been developed to suit 
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the needs of the actual EMI circumstances. Meanwhile, it appears that the 

students’ English communicative skills and independent learning were 

particularly emphasized by the teachers as these two elements played a crucial 

role in determining the success of EMI. Second, the findings revealed that 

teachers’ changing beliefs, which helped develop students’ communicative skills 

more than disciplinary knowledge, allowed the use of other languages in the EMI 

situation and a better collaboration with language specialists. Finally, reflections 

on how to promote an effective EMI through more realistic language policy as 

well as more consistent language support were provided. Thus, this study has 

proposed some actionable suggestions to revise the current language policy, EAP 

and language support to promote EMI in the focal university. 

6.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have adopted the theoretical frameworks to discuss the 

findings from the results of the current study. In the final chapter, I summarize the 

main findings of this study and then make recommendations for future research in 

the same field. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter summarizes the major findings concerning teachers’ 

perceptions of EMI practices in the focal university and then outline the major 

contribution of this research. It also makes recommendations for further study in 

similar EMI contexts and for how to improve teaching and learning outcomes 

when implementing EMI in other transnational institutions. 

7.2 Summary of Major Findings of This Study 

The overarching purpose of this research was to empirically examine the 

university teachers’ perceptions about EMI. As outlined in Chapter One, the 

questions addressed in this research focused on three aspects: 1) teachers’ 

perceptions of the transnational university and its students; 2) teachers’ 

perceptions of actual EMI practices; and 3) teachers’ perceptions of language 

policy and language support. To answer these questions, this research investigated 

14 university teachers’ EMI beliefs and practices at one transnational university in 

mainland China (see Chapter Four). Based on the analysis and discussion of these 

teachers’ perceptions (see Chapters Five to Six), the major findings are 

summarized as follows: 

1. University X is a transnational EMI university, which has a number of 

distinctive features and characteristics compared to other EMI programs in 
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various Chinese universities. Previous research (Basturkmen, 2018; Dearden 

& Macaro, 2016; Lau, 2018; Poon & Lau, 2016) has acknowledged the use 

of teaching strategies by the EMI teachers in different EMI contexts. In this 

study, the strategies used by the university teachers were also distinctive, 

showing a new pattern which is exclusive from other EMI circumstances. 

Teachers of science-related disciplines tried their best to expand students’ 

linguistic competence, while their colleagues from social sciences strived to 

enhance their students’ communicative as well as interpersonal skills to let 

them actively engage in the class activities. Nonetheless, despite various 

constraints that teachers had to resolve when teaching through EMI, what 

was witnessed was their devotion to enhancing the teaching effectiveness all 

the time. 

2. The students from this study were also unique, both in terms of their learning 

style and learning ability. In contrast with a previous study (Hu, 2019), it 

seems that Chinese students could learn the subject knowledge in an effective 

way, regardless of their inferior linguistic proficiency in the EMI classes. 

This implies that EMI might not always obstruct teaching and learning of the 

content-based knowledge, whereas many teachers suggested that it was more 

important to restore students’ self-confidence and develop their learning 

autonomy in order to be more successful in the EMI situation. Meanwhile, 

this study has demonstrated that students at the focal university had a high 

opinion of EMI education and they were privileged to be part of it. The 
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prestige of transnational EMI education would subsequently influence 

students’ future study opportunity as well as career prospects. 

3. The actual practices in the focal university changed the university teachers’ 

EMI beliefs. Although the primary focus of teaching was to transmit content 

knowledge, most content teachers from this study believed that they should 

focus more on developing Chinese students’ communicative skills. Perhaps it 

was the exam-oriented education in China that caused such circumstance. On 

the one hand, those Chinese students could achieve the learning goals based 

on solid subject knowledge, even though they did not have sufficient 

language proficiency. On the other hand, they could not satisfactorily 

perform in various speaking tasks and activities in the EMI classes because 

the exam-oriented education focused on the drill of test-taking skills only. 

Thus, this study has confirmed that the university EMI teachers changed their 

beliefs from teaching subject knowledge to developing their Chinese 

students’ transferable skills in the transnational HE context in China. 

4. Researchers (Corder, 1992; Kuteeva, 2013; Soderlundh, 2013) have 

acknowledged the use of L1 in EMI classes. As this study suggests, although 

content teachers had mixed perceptions towards the official university EMI 

policy, they remained positive about the use of L1 (Chinese) in EMI 

instruction. These “pro-L1” teachers believed that the use of L1 would have 

perceived positive impacts on EMI learning by their students and, thus, they 
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allowed their students to utilize L1 strategies to a considerable extent. 

Therefore, in line with Song’s (2005) study, it is revealed that the use of L1 

as a medium at different times and occasions would facilitate both teaching 

and learning in the current EMI context of transnational HE in China. 

5. Several “anti-L1” teachers, especially the university managers, argued that 

EMI policy should be strictly observed, and any breach of the terms in the 

policy would lead to further disciplinary actions. It seems that the “anti-L1” 

group had yet not fully understood the practicality issues in an EMI 

environment where most students were Chinese L1 speakers. Therefore, they 

overlooked the close relationship between L1 and L2, especially when L1 

could be positive in the EMI classes. According to the classroom observation 

data, students became more engaged in the EMI class activities when using 

their L1 to discuss, act and perform. Thus, this study supports the use of L1 

as both classroom and learning resources and urges for revision of terms for 

English-only in the formal university language policy. 

6. Language bridging programs for first year students (i.e., EAP) have been 

widely used in almost every transnational university in China and the 

effectiveness of such programs has been questioned in previous studies (see 

Li & Ruan, 2015). In this study, it seems that EAP was successful in the 

initial years, enhancing university freshmen’s both spoken and written 

proficiency in the academic environment. Nonetheless, this study also 
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reveals that it was not consistent in the university senior years, as what 

students needed could not be reflected in the further EAP curriculum. 

According to both classroom observations and individual interviews, Chinese 

students in the senior years desperately lacked the ability of academic writing, 

especially when they completed their final year projects. Thus, this study 

suggests that instead of offering EAP in the first year, it should be more 

consistent and targeted, helping EMI students with their English speaking 

and writing skills throughout their four-year university life. 

7. Another major finding of this study is the language support for the EMI 

teachers. Previous research has indicated that university teachers might not 

have sufficient linguistic competence to teach through EMI (Basibek et al., 

2014; Helm & Guarda, 2015), whereas language support was scarce for the 

university teachers in the various EMI contexts. As is revealed by this study, 

language support in the form of enhancing communicative and academic 

writing skills was necessary for the teachers at the focal university. However, 

it should be noted that such support must be delicately designed, as teachers 

may not be in favor, especially when their self-esteem is hurt. Thus, only 

those language support programs which are more practical will be 

acknowledged by the teachers. 

8. University X is the only transnational university that has an established EMI 

language policy in China, and such policy has raised controversy among the 
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teachers. One key aspect that university managers often overlooked was the 

teaching practicality in the EMI classes. Most content teachers who worked 

in the frontline criticized that these leaders did not understand the actual EMI 

practices in the classroom environment, as these teachers argued that it was 

highly impossible to comply with such policy in the face of reality. Therefore, 

the study deems that modifications to some terms in the language policy 

should be appropriate, especially for the language of learning and 

recruitment. For language learning, L1 can be encouraged if it facilitates 

students’ learning through EMI. In addition, for student enrollment, a more 

systematic evaluation must be provided at the end of the EAP year, given the 

fact that all Chinese students were exempt from prerequisites of the English 

subtest in Gaokao. As for teacher recruitment, English language competence 

must be included together with their academic strengths to assure the quality 

of EMI teaching. 

7.3 Major Contributions of This Study 

As reviewed in Chapter Three, previous studies on EMI implementation, 

practices and perceptions have illustrated the potential significance in HE contexts. 

Because this EMI-related scholarship was predominantly conducted in the context 

of European HE institutions, what happened about EMI in Asian HE was still 

underrepresented. Although some researchers (see, for example, Bolton & Botha, 

2015a; Hu & Lei, 2014; Hu et al., 2014) have begun to conduct classroom-based 
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research to examine the EMI practices and effectiveness, their foci were on a few 

elite Chinese universities and, thus, little has been done to investigate EMI 

implementation as well as the perceptions from EMI university teachers including 

university managers and course instructors. With this research gap in mind, this 

study has made attempts to investigate thoroughly aspects of teachers’ perceptions 

of transnational HE, EMI practices, and language policy and language support. 

The major contributions of this study are summarized as follows: 

a) This study adds to our knowledge of teachers’ perspectives about EMI. 

Although it might not generalize to other transnational EMI universities in 

mainland China, this study enhances our understanding of what EMI 

university teachers perceived towards EMI and its practice in the focal 

university. The detailed accounts from the case of University X shed new 

light on how teachers looked at EMI practices, and university language 

measures to regulate EMI implementation, and factors that influenced their 

beliefs towards teaching and learning through EMI. 

b) This study has illuminated a central concern over the teachers’ perspectives 

about EMI practices in the focal university. It has been suggested that 

teaching and learning practices were influenced by teachers’ and their 

students’ beliefs. For course instructors, instead of emphasizing vocabulary 

acquisition, they perceived that communicative skills were the more crucial 

in determining the success of EMI and, thus, they devoted themselves to 
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enhancing their students’ communicative skills in various EMI classes. 

Meanwhile, these teachers witnessed that their students became increasingly 

more actively involved in English learning. These university students felt 

privileged to have an opportunity to study in EMI, which might result in the 

positive learning outcomes due to a righteous learning attitude. 

c) This study extends the scope of research on teachers’ perceptions of EMI. 

While studies on such an issue have tended thus far to focus narrowly on 

teachers’ academic ability to teach the content knowledge, this study argues 

that the teachers’ language competency to teach through English in class is of 

equal importance. It has been suggested that some teachers appeared to lack 

the linguistic ability to comprehend the content in EMI, especially when they 

were also L2 speakers. This issue was frequently overlooked by teachers 

themselves. Thus, language support for teachers should be promoted to 

facilitate L2 teaching to enhance the effectiveness of instruction in English. 

d) This study has some suggestions for university managers. Since the formal 

language policy in this study was shown to lack the elements for practicality, 

this study recommends that university policymakers should draw attention 

and revise its language policy to suit the realistic needs of EMI teaching and 

learning environment in the context of transnational universities in China. It 

has been suggested that the positive role of L1 in EMI classes should raise 

university leaders’ awareness and trigger them to further fine-tune their 
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university language policy. Furthermore, suggestions on specific terms in the 

policy, as implied in this study, are likely to be more practical to promote the 

implementation of EMI in the focal university. 

7.4 Implications for Future Research 

7.4.1 Discussion for the limitations of the study 

As outlined in Chapter Four, this study adopted an interpretivist inquiry 

approach to understand EMI practices, beliefs, and language policy and language 

support. Qualitative case study approach was employed to elicit information about 

university teachers’ and managers’ perspectives of EMI in the focal university. 

Although this study has contributed to our understanding of teachers’ perceptions 

about EMI, there were inevitably some limitations, which have been discussed in 

various sections above (see section 4.8, p. 80 and section 6.4, p. 160), and these 

limitations may also propose some implications for future research. 

First, there was a limitation in the methods employed to explore the 

teachers’ perceptions. However, I mainly achieved this goal by asking them to 

report their thoughts, opinions and rationales behind issues raised in the observed 

EMI classes. Although the limitations seem impossible to overcome, future 

research could investigate teachers’ EMI perceptions by employing a 

mixed-methods approach consisting of both quantitative and qualitative data. 

Meanwhile, future research could investigate teachers’ perceptions from different 

perspectives, such as keeping a personal diary and think aloud, to gain a deeper 

understanding of their perceptions regarding EMI practices and implementation 
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issues. Moreover, the case study research was conducted in a period of one year, 

which limited the ability of this study to investigate and track the development of 

teachers’ perceptions of EMI over time. Future research can use a longitudinal 

study to investigate the evolvement of teachers’ beliefs and practice in EMI 

instruction. In addition, this study only targeted a number of teachers from 

different departments and, thus, a larger group of EMI stakeholders with more 

diverse backgrounds should be invited for further investigation.  

Furthermore, this study was conducted in one transnational EMI university 

(University X) in mainland China. The findings were drawn from the 

investigation of 11 teachers as well as 3 university managers. Hence, based on the 

empirical study from just one transnational university, it is difficult to generalize 

all nine transnational EMI universities in China. Currently, there are Sino-UK 

universities, Sino-US universities, and Sino-HK universities located in a number 

of affluent coastal cities in China. Each may be different in its university culture 

and goal, teaching and learning style, teachers and students’ background. Given 

the fact that the international cooperation of HE is not confined to UK institutes 

only and extends to other Anglophone and non-English speaking universities, 

there is a clear need to conduct more case studies in those transnational 

universities to gain a full picture of EMI practices and perceptions in different 

transnational HE contexts. Also, the emphasis of this study was on teachers’ 

perspectives, excluding other EMI stakeholders’ views and ideologies behind the 

scene, so future investigations are appropriate to address their perceptions, such as 
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students and L2 administrative staff members. Such studies, especially those 

utilizing a larger scale or longitudinal research designs, can lead to a deepened 

understanding of the long-term effects of EMI towards EMI stakeholders, as well 

as the complex nature of the interplay of the language practices, ideologies and 

the management that are particularly specific to these contexts. 

Finally, there was a practical limitation due to the difficulty of accessing to 

the research site. In qualitative research, one fundamental consideration lies in 

gaining access to the research site as it requires applying for approval from 

various levels, which in our case, the focal university ethics office and the 

individuals in the university. Admittedly, as an outsider, I faced enormous 

challenges in securing a permission to conduct the study. When I approached the 

relevant persons of contact with a brochure detailing all elements, including the 

significance, benefits as well as the possible risks in the study, the university 

ethics office rejected without offering any solid reasons. The reluctance of being 

researched was perhaps the university managers feared that the outcomes might 

be negative, harming the prestige of that university. The research had to be halted 

for nearly half year before identifying a key figure or gatekeeper from University 

X. Creswell (2014, p. 233) suggested that “this individual may be a teacher, a 

principal, a group leader, or the informal leader of a special program, and usually 

has ‘insider’ status at the site the researchers plan to study”. The gatekeeper at the 

focal university qualified in every aspect of the above-mentioned description and 

fulfilled the role of helping the researcher gain access to University X. Therefore, 
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it could be concluded that this study would have been highly impossible to 

achieve without the assistance of that individual lecturer, which was also a 

reminder that targeting the right gatekeeper would accelerate the research 

procedures. 

7.4.2 Implications for Future Research 

The findings of the research invite a number of implications for the future. 

The first is the use of mixed methods in conducting future EMI research. Creswell 

and Clarkson (2011) discussed three types of mixed-method research designs, 

which are Convergent parallel design, Explanatory sequential design and 

Exploratory sequential design. Convergent parallel design collects both qualitative 

and quantitative data at the same time but analyzes independently of each other. 

The results will be considered together when the data analysis completes, and the 

researcher will then develop an overall impression of the phenomena of the 

research. It seems that this mixed-method research design is not regarded as 

useful for future EMI research.  

Nevertheless, explanatory sequential design seems more promising for 

exploring university teachers’ and students’ perceptions of EMI practices, 

implementation and policy in the transnational HE context. This research design 

collects and analyzes quantitative data first, followed up by qualitative data 

collection and analysis, allowing for explanations of the phenomena in a very 

detailed manner. The explanatory sequential design is most appropriate, and the 

reasons are as follows: First, it allows the researchers to collect quantitative data 
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from a large population, especially when surveying and measuring program 

satisfaction among all EMI stakeholders in a transnational university. This will be 

accomplished if the researcher is an internal member in the focal university, so the 

access to the research site may be more convenient. Moreover, when obtaining 

results from the survey of the larger samples, researchers may want to understand 

why some of the participants of that population answer the way they do, and then 

qualitative research methods will be more powerful when seeking answers like 

such. This mixed-method research design will be more satisfactory considering its 

more systematic approach to gain both data from larger population and individual 

and purposefully picked participants. In this sense, a more comprehensive study 

on EMI perceptions from more EMI stakeholders will be investigated. 

7.4.3 Pedagogical Implications 

Pedagogical practices regarding the following two aspects are insightful for 

the future: the use of L1 and better model of English for Academic Purposes 

(EAP). Kirkpatrick (2014) argued that in the contexts of EMI in higher education 

in Asia, British or American English is usually the choice for EMI, however, such 

exclusive preference for standard English inevitably brings negative effects 

toward their local languages. The findings of the study showed that almost all the 

content teachers supported the use of L1 from their Chinese students, and the 

majority of the Chinese students also justified the role of L1 in the EMI classes. 

This stimulates rethinking on the status of L1 in the EMI context of transnational 

HE context, as the study suggests that university teachers should allow the use of 
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L1 in the class learning activity in order to enhance the effectiveness of EMI 

teaching and learning. Meanwhile, the use of references written in L1 should be 

encouraged as well. Currently, references written in Chinese language, especially 

those published in the Chinese journals, are not accepted to be adopted in the 

transnational universities. Experts have also warned the linguistic imperialism in 

the past. Thus, it is more appropriate that references written in Chinese from 

renowned Chinese journals, such as CSSCI-indexed ones, should be accepted and 

adopted in the academic writing in the transnational university. All in all, granting 

the status of L1 in the EMI transnational university means rethinking on the 

current EMI language policy in the end. 

Regarding EAP, a unanimous EAP curriculum was adopted in the focal 

university. The EAP did not show its “uniqueness” feature but rather it copied 

from other transnational universities. In fact, all transnational universities are 

providing the same EAP bridging program in the first year, but the study questions 

the effectiveness of such language enhancement program. The focal university has 

research strengths in science and technology areas and thus it is advised that more 

emphasis should be given in teaching academic English in science and technology 

disciplines. Meanwhile, in accordance with other studies, the study found that 

academic writing and speaking are the two main areas that EAP should be further 

considered and strengthened. Teachers and students from University X faced 

enormous challenges because the students’ academic writing and speaking 

abilities hindered them to study in EMI. Thus, when designing the EAP for the 
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future, it is more wise that these two aspects should be redesigned to suit the 

needs in the EMI environment in the transnational university in China. 

In addition to the implications of this study, future research can have a focus 

on wider topics related to EMI perception issues. These are: 

1. Including the perceptions of EMI from other stakeholders, such as 

students and administrative staff 

2. Comparing the perceptions of EMI among different disciplines 

3. Exploring the perceptions and the practices of EMI from other 

transnational university contexts, such as Sino-US and Sino-HK EMI 

transnational universities 

4. Investigating the effectiveness of EMI towards the teaching and learning 

outcomes in transnational universities 

5. Investigating the beliefs held by Chinese students towards EMI 

6. Exploring the effects of EMI towards students’ further study. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1 

Interview Guide 

A. Warming Up: Introduction of topics 

B. Perception of transnational EMI university 

⬧ Distinctive features/elements 

⬧ Characteristics of its Chinese students 

⬧ Outcomes/ambitions/future development 

⬧ Internationalization of HE education 

C. Perception of EMI 

⬧ Different practices between bachelor and master 

⬧ Pros and cons 

⬧ Ideology of L2 teachers 

⬧ Use of EMI in class 

D. Perception of EMI practices 

Challenges in EMI 

⬧ Difficulties of teaching and learning 

⬧ Students’ language proficiency 

⬧ Own language proficiency 

Strategies in EMI 

⬧ Teachers’ strategies 

⬧ Results and effectiveness 

⬧ Suggestions for the students 

E. Perception of language policy and language support 

⬧ Views on EMI policy 

⬧ Language Center 

⬧ Continuous academic English support 
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APPENDIX 2 

An Example of a Full Interview Transcript 

Time: May 8, 2018 16:00-17:00 

Venue: T7’s office Interviewer: A; Interviewee: B 

A: So why you choose to work in this university in the first place? 

B: As compared to... well, so, in 2009, I started my job of Peking University 

Beida. In 2016, I moved here. One of reasons why I came here is...well, actually I 

like to work in China. So that is a nice job opportunity. And, at the same time, this 

is a British university, and that makes my life much easier. First of all, the 

language is English, also the organization is English.  

 

A: What is the difference between the traditional Chinese universities, since 

you have mentioned Peking University and here? 

B: So... one difference is, I noticed, I think traditional university has a bit 

more emphasis on students as customers of the university, rather than the 

more...much more research focused Chinese universities. 

 

A: You treat students in Peking University as customer? Can you clarify? 

B: I mean here are more like customers. So what I mean with that is... so the 

students who come to this university that they pay a lot money, or in most cases, 

their parents pay a lot money. And that means, they want something in return for 

this. At another university, for example, in many of the high ranking Chinese 

universities, students are very happy to enter there and have little to complain 

about it, because they must be lucky that they are allowed to enter, of course, it is 

very competitive in Peking University. It is extremely difficult for them to get into, 

only the smart students can get into it. 

 

A: So, what is the difference between the students there and here? 

B: So, when I compare Peking University and this university. At Peking 

University there, students in general, are extremely smart and extremely 

intelligent. Right? While the students here, they are also smart, of course, it is 

easier to get into this place, and more variation. Here, they seem to be, especially 



 

218 

 

after a few years, they seem to be more vocal, they seem to be more for their 

rights. They pay a lot of money to be here. And they want, they demand. 

A: Do you feel students meet difficulties or problems when you teach them 

in English? 

B: When I teach them English, I notice that first year students, you know, 

once, they just came from high school. Most of them are Chinese. At least in the 

mathematics, and physics classes. And for some students, they are quite a bit 

shocked to suddenly go to English. They know it’s very good for them. Because 

the world language is, at the moment, English. Maybe we like (the language) to be 

Chinese, right? But it isn’t...or it isn’t yet. We don’t know what is going to happen, 

but at least, in this current world, English is the (dominant) lingua 

franca-international language. And the students, they know, they have to do that. 

In the high school, as far as I know, the English education is very much 

focused on exams, grades and it’s true that the Gaokao score is the thing that 

brings you forward in the future, right? And it is the same with the TOEFL and 

IELTS scores, people don’t necessarily look at your speaking in English but more 

at the scores, right? And these scores are often based a lot on reading, maybe a 

little bit on writing, maybe a little bit on understanding, but not so much on the 

speaking. That’s, the oral part of English sometimes is a bit missing. But, in 

general, I have been in China for almost 10 years, (10 years) of course, the level 

of English among every student at every university has increased substantially in 

the last 10 years. So, you know that, right? Now, they are taught when they were 

young.  

 

A: What if the student meets difficulty in your subject teaching? What will 

your strategy be like?  

B: Good, so, there are 2 ways of dealing with. One is... for example, in my 

physical class, (you also teach physics?) I just came back from my physics class. 

And there are words (you mean the technical words) there are technical words that 

students don’t always know. They don’t learn in any English class. In this case, it 

is always long and... Maybe some of the words they’ve heard of, but also there are 

not... So those kinds of words, first of all, we put them on the slides, and also give 

them words, specifically words list..(you mean like the vocabulary lists?) the 

model handbooks physics, like physics module handbooks. There are lists of 

some...( who provide you with this kind of. ..) so we teach in the group, the 

Chinese people, Chinese teachers they had collected. So this is one thing. We 

provide them on paper on the slides. Of course, in the middle of the class, people 

don’t bring those papers, people don’t have those words at hand and if you search 

for them, it will take for a few minutes. I try to learn these difficult words myself 

and try to ask them in the class, they just...for example, angular momentum, jiao 

du liang, like you don’t know that, because you don’t use it..so this guy just came 



 

219 

 

in. He observed my class. Like a peer review. So this was their report. So this is 

one way how we try to improve teaching in general by him looking at me and 

maybe he got some new ideas and me reading what he wrote down, what he will 

tell me and then maybe I get new ideas. That’s how we both try to improve 

teaching. 

 

A: When you sacrifice your content difficulty to a lower level, if you feel 

students cannot comprehend what you are talking about? 

B: OK, so in this case, this is about physics and mathematical classes. 

Normally the big part, the difficult part of the content is not necessarily their 

language but the matter in physics itself, which makes it quite challenging, 

sometimes. But of course, there are some easy ways to fix hurdles, and a hurdle 

could be one English word which students have no idea what I am talking about. 

But when I say the Chinese words, then they say: uh! Yes! I know that, I have 

learned that a little bit about my Gaokao, I know this word. So, I usually try to ask 

that word. And in a moment, I put that into Chinese usually as there is always one 

or two. And, at the same time, of course, when I ask them questions, I have their 

attention, because everybody is watching, so we have to gain their attention and 

trick to gain attention among students that go in their own way mentally. So, that 

is how I use that. A student mentions sometimes with a microphone, sometimes 

louder that all the other people say it. Sometimes, I try to repeat it because my 

Chinese is not perfect, but at the same time, everybody thinks: oh what is he 

saying? Say it in a wrong tongue, activates some point of brainstorming that 

makes people aware, right? That helps, it’s like a tool for it is funny when a 

foreigner anyway speaks Chinese physics. So that is how I ... 

 

A: How about the students writing assignment, do you feel? The major issue 

they complain most actually is their own writing.  

B: Who complains? The students? the students, also some staff say, oh... 

terrible, so of course, writing, of course it varies by year, right? So now the 

first-year students in our classes, for example, they will do a laboratory 

experiment to do something and then they write a report. The English quality of 

those reports, of course, vary a lot to say, I am not to say politically correct. Of 

course, we are not teaching English, so we’re not going to mark for grammar and 

spelling. But it should be (one of rule breaks or making skimming) yeah, but not 

one of the biggest ones. We focus first of all is on the physics, the methodology 

and especially for the first-year students. In many cases, students are able to 

express them although their English is a bit messy. And then toward the final 

years, for example, as some final year projects and reports, their English is pretty 

good, and also these students’ spoken English has increased substantially over the 
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years. I think, and maybe partially, because they learn EAP classes. And partially 

because here, English is around them the whole day, books and teachers that really 

helps. It is the reason why my Chinese is so bad, because I am surrounded by 

English and English scientists. Even when I worked in Peking University, even 

though bureaucracy was in Chinese, the science was all in English, and my 

teaching was also in English. So my Chinese is still much worse but there is a 

little bit better now, almost 10 years of learning, sometimes I balance, compare 

myself, right? Because they are learning new language. I am also doing the new 

language. And my native language is not English, but it is not Chinese. English is 

easy for me, because Dutch-English so I can’t compare with them. 

A: Many students complain that even these in the language department, you 

know, helping them, right? But it only lasted for, I think, two years, then there was 

a stop, and they would come to the subject learning say: oh, there is a gap between 

this and that. Many staff also complain that they should be like all the way around 

together with the language department.  

B: Well, of course, the students, their classes are in English from the start, 

right? So, there is not really any flip over suddenly. On the other hand, I think 

with the language department, you can help the students a lot, but they also cannot 

do magic, right? A lot of the English doesn’t necessarily come from books and 

classes, but also from real life experience. And it is an issue, that we have to deal 

with it, of course, everybody in the world has to deal with it. In Holland, that’s 

much easier, because the language barrier is much smaller in English. In China, 

the barriers are much bigger, and many universities are struggling with that. And 

even though it is not perfect here, I think that they are still doing a pretty good job. 

Because when the students come out in the end, they have a pretty good English 

level, compared to counterparts which have fully Chinese education. Maybe still 

high grades with their IELTS or TOEFL because they know all these words in a 

dictionary I never use. (They can take the test, you mean, but never do the actual 

things). Yes, I mean it takes time for society to be developed. 

 

A: During the class, I observe some classes and it seems many students tend 

to codeswitch back to Chinese when you assign different discussion things 

together, they have to discuss in Chinese. What is your opinion on that? 

B: Well, they don’t have, but they probably automatically will. And I think, 

first of all, for opinion, I think these are something natural. If you are from Hong 

Kong and you meet somebody from Guangdong, probably after 5 minutes, you 

will start to speak in Cantonese. That is natural. It will take a long time before we 

go the other way around. For my case, for example, my first language, my mother 

language is Dutch. For me, it feels weird to speak Dutch to some degree, but the 

way to speak Dutch with colleagues here. We have Dutch colleagues in this 

department; we have discussed that it is weird to speak Dutch for me, because all 
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the knowledge of science, the working language is English, and I can’t even find 

the words, only typical words. Because when I go home to see my family we 

speak Dutch. For the students here, on the one hand, it would be nice to speak in 

English all of the time, most of the time is good for their English. On the other 

hand, this university is not only about English. It is also about other things, 

physics, about the knowledge of skills, mathematics and architecture. And 

sometimes, you can just say, 90% of your time by speaking in Chinese to each 

other in 2 sentences. It can help the problem to be solved a lot. 

A: Also, on one side of the story, many people complain about different 

problems using English medium. On the other side, when I ask them, do you 

support this? Everyone will say: we are supportive. How can you interpret this? 

B: Well, maybe one way to say is without challenge, you won’t achieve very 

much. If life is easy, you don’t learn very much. If there is no pressure, you don’t 

work very much. Well, at least in most cases for some expresses. And you know, a 

little bit pushing is always good, of course, students love to learn quickly in this 

way. Sometimes, it is not very easy. And teachers, of course, also love to mark 

100% grades the whole time. Sometimes it is not easy. And I think, this is physics, 

mathematics, it is much easier, I think to teach people how to solve physics 

problems than to teach them an entire new language. It really takes much more 

time for all this knowledge to grow.  

 

A: What is the most identifiable improvement you have identified from the 

beginning to the end? From the individual students, maybe from Year One to Year 

Four. From Year One they were afraid to speak. 

B: First of all, they tend to become more outspoken, they are more 

opinionated, especially in the beginning, the first half year. Most of them from the 

traditional Chinese system, where their teacher, their parents and other 

components were all Chinese, tell them what is correct, what they should do? 

From the beginning, some of them will be a bit confused, because some of them 

have the freedom that they never had, unlike how you grew up. When I grew up 

already when I was young, and we went out and did anything, drank beer. But it 

seems that many high school students in China, the study gave them entire life to 

Gaokao. After this, suddenly discovering the world. And there is evolution that 

they learn how to deal with freedom, learn how to speak, how to express 

themselves better. Not just in terms of information but also opinion, I think. And, 

of course, their English gets better. On the other hand, the younger students are 

better in their English in general, because they come from the next generation.  
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A: What is your only difficulty when you teach EMI or any problem. Even 

you speak very fluent in English. Have you encountered difficulty or problems 

when you use to Chinese students? Both in Beijing or here. 

B: OK. I think I had in beginning, but I think after 10 years I learnt how to 

deal with it. So, of course that’s also a skill you learn. I noticed when I started in 

China, me and other foreign colleagues. I notice that students have much more 

trouble understanding the native English speaker, born in America, than 

non-speakers of English, like French and Dutch. And the reason is English is not 

my first language in a sense that I use the most, but of course it’s my second 

language. As a result, I speak it slower, first of all. Secondly, I use less 

complicated words or expressions. And I went through the process of learning it 

myself. So I had some better, I mean in my late age, when I was ten years old, I 

learnt. Maybe I had in that sense, we had a bit of a head start as non-English 

speakers speaking in English. They speak slower, easier, so and then develop, not 

just in this university, but outside when you speak English on how to express the 

core elements of something you want to say in the most simply possible English, 

if necessary, for example, when I am outside, in a bank or something even in 

grammatically incorrect English or just simplify even more. And that is, yeah of 

course, you can use it anyway. For me, it’s most important for students to 

understand what I am trying to say, the contents rather than English medium, and 

really it depends if I am teaching in front of the class, of course I don’t have 

individuals or connects with these 180 students; I just try to express clearly, and to 

repeat it, and write the key words on the whiteboard, and try to get the translation 

of the most important jargons. And when I was talking individually to the students 

like now, I can’t control my speed normally although I try to use this behind you. 

Everyone like for the visual learner sometimes they need equations to tell 

them-more math students these 50 words, so sometimes I have to use a picture 

and Google. 

 

A: What is your opinion towards these transnational universities in china. 

More and more are coming to China, and you are like the pioneer. 

B: This is one of the pioneering schools, of course not the only one, there 

are several more, and I think it is definitely worth having them, and that is not 

necessarily better or worse than the other universities. But it’s different. It serves 

for different groups of students or parents if you like. So, this is not just 

trans-border whatever university, it is also a university with higher tuition fees, of 

course, this is not affordable to everybody, so you can’t just change this system to 

this kind of university. On the other hand, you see that in the US, for example, it 

can be a balance between state universities and commercial universities, (you 

mean the private) - Private VS state universities. And, at the same time. they can 

be a balance here also in China between the several international universities, and 

then most Chinese universities.  
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A: Do you have more freedom being in international universities here in 

China? It is not about sensitivity; I mean freedom to do your research? 

B: I think, what my feeling that the way I express, the way I experience it. 

My freedom to choose my research to do my things and what I want. And my 

relatively little teaching load and administrative work. I think I am very happy 

both here and Peking University. I think I have worldwide exactly the same 

freedom that I used to have of arriving early or late, choosing my research, 

flexible teaching. I think in that sense, there was, at least for me, not much 

difference.  

 

A: What is your advice for these transnational universities to make it better, 

you know, in both EMI and in university education itself- English medium 

instruction like we use English to teach.  

B: I think that’s a difficult question, because that’s into complex subjects, 

right? I think first of all, a balance mixed of faculty: different ages, different 

backgrounds, different genders and different countries. And diversity is a must in 

this case, and especially because these universities’ focus, universities like this 

focus on international aspects by East and West. It is not a just happy addition to 

be diverse, but the power house in this university. The diversity is not just the 

Western way of presenting good and everything, not just the earthen way of 

learning equations and being very good at mathematics but sort of the 

combination and trying to find the best world and then provide to the job market 

with students with skills, or maybe not so well developed in other places. 

 

A: What will be your future expectation for future students coming here to 

be a more qualified student? 

B: I think this is a more relatively new university, maybe a bit more than 10 

years old. Especially in the beginning, when the university just started, of course, 

there was a gamble to some degree, because they never knew what was going to 

happen in the future with something new. Now, I think the university has started 

slowly making a name in China, building up a reputation from something new to a 

teaching university and gradually to having the reputation, like a specialized 

university with teaching and research. So, it takes time, right? We are going 

through a transition right now. 

 

A: What is your experience working in the English medium university? 
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B: So, there are two aspects. One is in English medium. In my experience, 

my job consists of teaching and research. Research is the biggest component, and 

then administration, and then it is personal life itself. So, the research has been 

always English, and that is surviving condition for any researcher. Teaching, in 

my old place, Peking University and here both in English. And, of course, the 

administration is in different languages, administrative work or committees, 

reviewing- all the paperwork here is in English, which are two sides. First, now I 

can feel fully participated in this university, its development, its process and 

decision making. Secondly, now I cannot avoid bureaucracy more. I say: uh...I 

don’t understand Chinese, and let the secretary do it, now I have to do myself. 

(you made the decision, so you can...) before I had to make a report in Chinese, I 

cannot do so but now I have to do myself. So, a bit more work but also more 

satisfying. And thirdly, the whole thing around jobs is in English here. It means 

that administration, the receipts of financial administration, human resources to 

help with visas, policy on the Internet, or something like that, help with the bank. 

So much more convenient now, and saves me so much time.  

A: So, you actually enjoy working here very much? 

B: Yes, I am very happy here. I like it.  
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APPENDIX 3 

Analysis Protocol of Classroom Observations 

Step 1: Summarize what was observed. 

1A. Background Details: 

a. Date 

b. Grade level 

c. Subject 

 

1B. Summary of Observation(s) 

Using your fieldnotes and focusing on the appropriate Performance 

Activities, provide 3-4 sentences summarizing what was observed in each 

session. Using the performance activities, provide clear examples which 

were relevant to the main themes of this research. 

 

Step 2: Analyze observation(s) and the connection(s) to the 

standard/indicator. In this analysis, closely examine the observation(s) to 

understand the parts and ways they work together. Focus on the connection(s) 

between the observation(s) and the explicit standard/indicator the observation(s) 

addressed. Be sure to support all claims with specific examples from the 

observation(s). 

 

Step 3: Analyze what was observed and its impact on student learning. 

Using classroom data from the observation(s), analyze the way in which what was 

observed impacts EMI teaching and learning. Consider the way specific 

characteristics of teachers’ and students’ performance in the observed classes, 

especially in terms of the explicit issues from EMI practices on which the 

observation(s) focused. Be sure to support all claims with specific examples. 
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APPENDIX 4 

An Example of a Classroom Observation Report 

Class Details: 

Research site: A transnational university in mainland China 

Time: Nov 30, 2018. 09:00 am-10:00 am 

Teacher participant type: Native speaker of English 

Student participants type: Year 2 Humanities-related major, approximately 

30  

students 

Class type: Lecture 

Data Collection method used: Classroom observation 

 

Report of the Observation: 

First, as for the language use in the classroom, the general impression was 

that English medium instruction was well implemented. The lecturer was a native 

speaker of English and the delivery of the course was in English only. The 

materials were excerpts from an English novel and the contents of the slides that 

the lecturer demonstrated were also in English. Meanwhile, the language for 

discussion between the students and the lecture stayed in English. The EMI was 

satisfactory, compared to the other classed that the researcher had observed. Such 

disparity in EMI practice might be due to the students’ existing English 

proficiency. This was a course for Humanities-related majors, meaning their level 

of English must have been better than other students. Regarding the language 

proficiency, since the lecturer was from English-speaking country, the attention 

was paid to the students. During the discussion, it seemed that the students’ 

English was fluent and had sufficient knowledge to respond to the teacher’s 

question. Mostly, the students had enough background information, so they 

understood the questions that their teacher asked. 

 

Nevertheless, the more explicit scenario for the observation was interaction 

between the teacher and the students. Interaction seemed to be an issue for the 

most classes observed. There were several “active” students interacting with the 

teacher frequently. However, most students chose to sit and waited for answers. 
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The researcher felt that some of them knew the answers whereas they did not 

respond to the teacher. The rationale is perhaps that there are cultural and even 

philosophical differences between East and West. Chinese students are not used to 

being active, as they may feel it is a bit embarrassing to speak first, to voice their 

opinions. As for classroom dynamics and learning, it was satisfactory based on the 

following elements. First, the lecturer assigned the task for the students and these 

students looked for group mates by themselves. It means they knew what they 

wanted and there was clear learning motivation involved. Second, discussion 

between the desk mates was in English even both students were Chinese. Finally, 

I identified some occasions where the students actively challenged the teacher by 

proposing their enquiry of the materials. They were acknowledged by the teachers 

and these enquiries were commented and answered. 

 



 

228 

 

APPENDIX 5 

An Example of First Round Coding 

Dataset 1 T1 From Department of Education, England 

January 09, 2018 

Dean of a College at University X  

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

1. Innovativeness/uniqueness/quick decision-making mechanism. 

2. Easier to fix the initial mistakes. 

3. Working in different cultures. 

EMI practice among science students 

1. More experiment/lab work; Less chance to use English except for report. 

2. More struggle in Year2/3 before using English for Final Year Project. 

3. EMI may not have too much influence, or it is not sufficiently practiced 

among science major students. 

Views on EMI students 

1. Students often think English is a subject, not an integral part of their learning. 

2. He believes that it’s not just studying the language, it’s studying IN the 

language. 

Use of EMI in the classes 

1. Although he respects other languages, such as Chinese, English should still be 

used for general classroom activities. 

2. Language of instruction must be English. Although it is difficult to enforce 

such policy outside the class, everyone should be using English as the working 

language. 

3. Similar view as the president of University X, it’s students not teachers that 

have to adapt to different accents. They can’t expect themselves in a pure 

English environment. 

Views on teachers’ English ability 

1. Students prefer an academic lecturer with better English, putting an equal 

mark between academic strengths and English proficiency. He believed it is 

more or less about lecturing skills. 

2. The language center should work with the content teachers on how to 

lecture better.  
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APPENDIX 6 

Result of Final Round Coding 

Data 1 

Differences between transnational/Chinese University 

EMI practice among science students 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

Use of EMI in the classroom 

Views on Lecturer’s English ability 

 

Data 2 

General impression of Chinese students 

Teacher’s perceptions of EMI 

Challenges in EMI 

Strategies in EMI 

Outcomes of using EMI 

 

Data 3 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Differences between bachelor and master SS 

Perceptions of EMI 

 

Data 4 

Views on Chinese students in EMI 

Perceptions of EMI 

Perceptions of L1/codeswitching 

Strategies in EMI 

Perceptions of language center 

Perceptions of students’ performance in EMI 

 

Data 5 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Views on Internationalizing the Chinese education 

Challenges in EMI 

Perceptions of L1/codeswitching 

Strategies in EMI 

 

Data 6 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Challenges in EMI 

Strategies in EMI 

Perceptions of language center 

Views on bachelors and masters 

Ideology of being a non-native English speaker 
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Data 7 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Views on difficulty and strategies in EMI 

Perceptions of L1/codeswitching 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

SS’s improvement in EMI mode 

Suggestions for EMI learning 

 

Data 8 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

Perceptions of EMI 

Strategies in EMI 

Perceptions of language center 

 

Data 9 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Differences between American and Chinese SS 

Challenge in EMI 

Strategies in EMI 

 

Data 10 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

Strategies in EMI 

Understanding of a qualified university graduate 

 

Data 11 

Differences between transnational/Chinese university 

Views on students’ English level 

Strategies in EMI 

 

Data 12 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

Challenges in EMI 

Solutions in EMI 

Understanding of a good student 

Suggestions on improving transnational university 

 

Data 13 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

Perceptions of EMI 

Challenges in EMI  

Strategies in EMI 
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Views on L2 teachers 

Understanding of a good student/graduate 

 

Data 14 

Views on EMI Chinese students 

Views on transnational EMI universities 

Perceptions of EMI 

Main challenge in EMI 

Views on L2 teachers 

Understanding of a good student/graduate 

Views on the future of University X 
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APPENDIX 7 

Hong Kong Baptist University 

Informed Consent Statement 

  

Project title:   University Teachers’ Perceptions of English Medium of 
Instruction in a Sino-UK Transnational University in China 

 
 
Investigator: Yang Ke, Department of Education Studies, Hong Kong 

Baptist University  
  
You are invited to participate in the research for Doctor of Education thesis. 

The purposes of this study are as follows:  
1. Investigating teachers’ perceptions on English medium of instruction with 

emphasis on differences among ideas, the viewpoints and ideologies; 
2. Exploring the shared and varied experiences of EMI; and 
3. Understanding the disparity between EMI perceptions and actual 

practices. 
  
INFORMATION 
The whole project will be scheduled for 12 months, one third during which 

time is for data collection. Throughout these months, teachers’ perceptions on 
English medium of instruction in one Sino-British University in mainland China 
are investigated. The study adopts the following methods to collect research data: 
(1) semi-structured interviews [  ]; (2) classroom observation [  ]. Please 
indicate which of the above activities that you agree to attend by putting a 
tick (✓) within the “[ ]”. You are welcome to tick more than one activity.  

 
You are invited to participate in all research activities over 6 months’ time. 

An in-depth interview will take about 60 minutes. The investigator will take notes 
of all the interviews, and with the participants’ prior consent, audio-record as 
many interviews as possible. The number of core participants throughout the 
whole project duration of half year will be around 15 informants (University 
lecturers, managers) from the targeted university, i.e., the university where you 
are working. 

  
BENEFITS 
The researcher hopes that the study will provoke reflection on EMI and 

future implications for English medium of instruction in Transnational 
universities, especially China and other East Asian countries. 

  
COMPENSATION 
To thank the research participants and to reward their time and participation 

in the research interviews, the researcher will give each interviewee a small gift 
(at the value of HK$50) at the end of each in-depth interview which lasts around 
30 minutes. This compensation is only applied to “(1) semi-structured interviews” 
and not to activity (2) as indicated under “INFORMATION” above. 

  
CONFIDENTIALITY  
The names of the participants will NOT be identified at all times and any 

transcripts related to the participants will be read and approved by the participants. 
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The participants can withdraw from the project at any stage without comment or 
penalty.  
 

CONTACT  
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you 

may contact the researcher, Yang Ke, at Department of Education Studies, Hong 
Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Kowloon, Hong Kong, and 00852 5372 
6974 (in Hong Kong) or 13957432947 (in mainland China). If you feel you have 
not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a 
participant in this research have been violated during the course of this project, 
you may contact the Committee on the Use of Human and Animal Subjects in 
Teaching and Research by email at hasc@hkbu.edu.hk or by mail to Graduate 
School, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong. 

  
                                                                                                              
PARTICIPATION  
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate 

without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at 
any time without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. If you withdraw from the study before data collection is completed your 
data will be returned to you or destroyed. 

  
CONSENT  
  
I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of 

this form. I agree to participate in this study. 
  
Signature of the Subject   __________     Date ______________ 
  
  
  
Signature of the Investigator __________   Date ______________ 
 
 

Preliminary interview questions for participants 

1. What makes you choose to work in the Sino-UK university? 

2. Compared with Chinese universities, what is the uniqueness of this 

Sino-UK university and its students? 

3. What is your perception of your own and your students’ proficiency? 

4. What is your perception of EMI practice? 

5. What are the challenges of EMI? 

6. What strategies do you employ when facing difficulties? 

7. What is your opinion of EMI language policy? 

8. What do you think of EAP and language support in the senior years? 

 

mailto:hasc@hkbu.edu.hk
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