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1 Introduction   

English-medium instruction (EMI) is becoming mainstream in higher education, and has 

increased in contexts in which English has traditionally held a foreign language status. This 

phenomenon has given rise to a number of  concerns, most of  which remain under-explored 

(Dafouz & Camacho, 2016). Amongst these, EMI’s impact on content comprehension and 

learning is a crucially important topic, as EMI focuses primarily on content learning and not 

on language learning (Airey, 2016; Cots, 2013; Francomaro, 2011; Greere & Räsänen, 2008). 

 

The aim of  this research is to examine three lecturers’ attitudes regarding EMI’s impact on 

students’ content comprehension and learning, thus offering a qualitative research approach 

to an EMI feature in which there is still a dearth of  studies (Airey, 2016; Dafouz et al., 2014; 

Doiz et al., 2013; Macaro, 2018). As English as the medium of  instruction may be less known 

by learners than their own language (L1), one could consider that EMI might lead to reduced 

subject competence, either due to imperfect comprehension skills or to the fact that teachers 

anticipate this issue and simplify content (Dalton-Puffer, 2011, cited in Dafouz et al., 2014).  

Three lecturers were interviewed twice: once face-to-face and once via e-mail. These lecturers 

had been teaching EMI courses at the University of  Lleida (UdL), and had an EMI teaching 

experience from 2 to 5 years at the time conversations took place. Data collected from these 

interviews yielded information on content presentation, classroom language policies, 

learners’ content comprehension and EFL level, as well as lecturers’ assessment of  students’ 

learning and their views regarding tests, written assignments, and speaking presentations. All 

this data was contrasted with research presented in this thesis’ theoretical framework.  

Concerning this study’s structure, section 2 consists of  a theoretical framework in which 

EMI is defined according to different authors’ views, and an account of  expected benefits 

and challenges is also presented. It also describes a content vs. language continuum of  

modalities as defined by Airey (2016). Other models of  tertiary instruction in/of  English are 

examined, such as Greere & Räsänen (2008), and Coleman (2018) cited in Rose and Galloway 

(2019). The following sub-sections describe studies on EMI’s impact on learners’ content 

comprehension and learning, as well as comment on research regarding learners’ EFL 

proficiency and L1-use in EMI. Data collection, methodological choices and lecturers’ 

academic background are presented in section 3. Section 4 describes this study’s findings, 

which are discussed in section 5. Section 6 describes the pedagogical implications of  these 

findings, as well as comments on this study’s limitations and points at future research. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Globalisation and internationalisation of  higher education 

English-Medium Instruction (EMI) is a growing phenomenon in non-English speaking 

countries. The combined process of  internationalisation of  universities and globalisation has 

raised the number of  English-taught university courses.  

Nevertheless, higher-education offered in non-local languages is not new. In the Middle Ages 

and the Renaissance, university lectures were delivered in Latin - a language also used for 

written production - and vernacular languages were censured (Natansky, 2004, cited in 

Coleman, 2006). However, the present moment we live in is obviously different. The reasons 

for teaching in non-local languages at the university are not the same as they were, and neither 

are the ones behind the choice of  English as the language of  instruction. 

It is not easy to define globalisation due to its inner complexity. Many believe it is a process 

which is here to stay. Held et al. describe globalisation as:   

The widening, deepening and speeding up of  worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of  

contemporary social life, from the cultural to the criminal, the financial to the spiritual (…) 

But beyond a general acknowledgement of  a real or perceived intensification of  global 

interconnectedness there is a substantial disagreement as to how globalisation is best 

conceptualized, how one should think about its casual dynamics, and how one should 

characterize its structural consequences. (1999: 2) 

 

Internationalisation of  higher education is a direct consequence of  globalisation, and may 

be envisioned as “the process of  integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the 

purpose, functions (primarily teaching/learning, research, service) or delivery of  higher education” (Knight, 

2013: 85). The concept of  integration in this definition suggests “the process of  infusing (…) the 

international and intercultural dimension into policies and programmes to ensure that the international 

dimension remains central, not marginal, and is sustainable” (Knight, 2003: 3). The rationale for 

implementing this integration ranges from economic competitiveness - derived from income 

generation and institutional accountability - to academic internationalisation - such as student 

and staff  mobility and curriculum internationalisation (Lasagabaster et al., 2013). 

A further analysis of  the main forces behind EMI implementation, as well as its expected 

advantages and disadvantages, is presented in sections 2.3 and 2.4 of  this theoretical 

framework. The following section will define the general traits and features of  English-

Medium Instruction in higher education.  



Arnó Sorensen, David – Content Comprehension and Learning in EMI: Teachers’ Views. 3/60 

2.2 General traits of  EMI  

This section explores some of  EMI’s general definitions and features.  

Dearden (2015) and Macaro (2018) offer the following definition 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” (2018: 36). Although this interpretation 

does not specifically mention English-taught university programs, this thesis uses EMI to 

refer to a higher education context only.  

General traits of  EMI have been classified as: (i) English is not locally spoken in the place 

of  instruction, (ii) the majority of  students are national of, or reside in, the country; (iii) 

teachers are always content specialists; (iv) there is an “English only” policy; (v) the degree 

program has a content-driven focus, and (vi) English proficiency objectives have not been 

stated (Macaro, 2018).  

But it must be noted that the previous statement is not uncontroversial, as many educational 

contexts are vastly multilingual and it may be difficult to define the first language in a truly 

international university. If  the main defining criteria is that EMI occurs in contexts in which 

English is not the predominant language of  communication outside the class, EMI would 

therefore take place in Thailand, but not in Singapore, and in Germany, but not in Ireland 

(Rose & Galloway, 2019). 

EMI may be related to similar terms such as English as a/the Medium of  Instruction, English 

Medium Teaching, English-Medium Programs, English as Lingua Franca Medium of  

Instruction, and English Medium Content Classes. These terms are sometimes used 

indistinctively (Niva, 2019). Other terms used to refer to content courses in English at the 

university level have been Teaching in English (TIE), English-medium Education in 

Multilingual University Settings (EMEMUS) and Integrating Content and Learning in Higher 

Education (ICLHE) (Airey, 2016). 

EMI may be distinguished from terms such as Content Language Integrated Learning 

(CLIL), Integrating Content and Language in Higher Education (ICLHE), and Content-

Based Instruction (CBI). Differentiating CLIL and ICLHE from EMI, Airey (2016) points 

out that CLIL has traditionally been less favoured in higher education when compared to 

compulsory learning, and that is why the term ICLHE (Integrating Content and Language 

in Higher Education) was introduced, acknowledging differences in interest between 
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compulsory and tertiary settings. However, only a few courses in higher education meet strict 

CLIL/ICLHE criteria, which specifically include content and language learning outcomes. 

The cause for this could be that language learning is rarely part of  the official content 

curriculum at university level (Airey, 2016). According to Unterberger & Wilhelmer  (2011) 

cited in Smit and Dafouz (2012), the ICLHE term has been reserved at tertiary level for 

programs that have “explicit and integrated content and language learning aims” in contrast 

with EMI, which focuses on content learning only.  

CLIL is defined by Marsh as “a generic umbrella term which would encompass any activity in which a 

foreign language is used as a tool in the learning of  a non-language subject in which both language and the 

subject have a joint curricular role” (2002: 58).  A similar definition of  CLIL was coined by 

Graddol: “an approach to bilingual education in which both curriculum content – such as science or 

geography – and English are taught together. It differs from simple English-medium education in that the 

learner is not necessarily expected to have the English proficiency required to cope with the subject before 

beginning study” (2006: 86).  

The term CBI – standing for Content-Based Instruction - is sometimes used as a synonym for 

CLIL, and it is more frequently employed in the Unites States and Canada (Macaro, 2018). 

Regarding CBI, different levels of  integration may be distinguished, according to: (i) whether 

content is the primary goal of  the course under the sole responsibility of  the specialist 

instructor; (ii) whether or not language learning support is included (sheltered model); (iii) if  

there is specific language instruction to support content courses through the collaboration 

of  subject-matter and language specialists (adjunct-model); and (iv) if  the language instructor 

uses discipline content to teach language (theme-based) (Brinton et al., 1989, cited in Arnó-

Macià & Mancho-Barés, 2015).  

All in all, and despite its diverse and perhaps controversial definitions, EMI does imply higher 

education content-based instruction in English in environments in which this is not the 

primary language outside the class. EMI may be differentiated from CLIL and ICLHE as the 

former focuses primarily on content teaching and the latter aims at integrating content and 

language learning. Consequently, a language/content continuum of  modalities seems to be 

present, as described by specialists such as Greere & Räsänen (2008) and Airey (2016). This 

language/content continuum is further explored in section 2.5 of  this theoretical framework. 

At the other extreme of  this language/content continuum model, English language teaching 

at the university – focused primarily on language learning and without content-driven 
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objectives – is referred to with terms such as English Language Teaching (ELT), English for 

Specific Purposes (ESP) and English for Academic Purposes (EAP). ELT is defined by the 

Cambridge Dictionary as “the teaching of  English to speakers of  other languages” (2019: n.p.). ESP 

is defined by Hutchinson and Waters as “an approach to language learning which is based on learner 

need. (…) ESP, then, is an approach to language teaching in which all decisions as to content and method 

are based on the learner’s reason for learning” (1987: 19). EAP would be one of  these specific 

purposes in ESP and is defined by Gillett as “the language and associated practices that people need 

in order to undertake study or work in English medium higher education” (2011: n.p.). 

Section 2.5 will approach in more detail this language/content continuum of  modalities as 

described by Greere & Räsänen (2008) and Airey (2016). The following sections consider the 

driving forces behind EMI implementation, as well as its expected benefits and challenges. 

2.3 Driving forces behind EMI implementation and expected benefits 

EMI offers content-based instruction in English at universities in which English is not the 

main language of  communication outside their classrooms. The driving forces behind its 

implementation are quite varied. 

On the one hand, it is believed that English is becoming an academic lingua franca. And there 

does seem to be an “upward spiral operating in favour of  English as the first foreign language in almost 

all educational systems” (Béacco & Byram, 2003, cited in Coleman 2006: 4). The Eurydice 

European Unit, in its 2017 Key Data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe document, 

underlines that “English is the foreign language learnt by most students during primary and secondary 

education. (…) In 2014, at EU level, virtually all students (97.3%) studied English during the entire 

period of  lower secondary education” (2017: 13). This situation was even acknowledged almost 

forty years ago by Ferguson: “English is widely used on the European continent as an international 

language. Frequently conferences are conducted in English (and their proceedings published in English) when 

only a few of  the participants are native speakers” (1981, cited in Coleman 2006: 6).  

Coleman (2006) identifies seven reasons behind the Englishization of  European higher 

education: CLIL, internationalisation, student exchanges, teaching and research materials, staff  mobility, 

graduate employability and the market in international students. Interestingly, according to this view, 

language learning is not the main reason EMI is adopted in tertiary education. The basis 

behind its implementation would be a “rainbow of  motives that range from the ethical and pedagogical 

through the pragmatic to the commercial” (Coleman, 2006: 4).  
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Similarly, according to Doiz et al. (2012), the main reasons why European universities offer 

programs in English are: (i) to attract international students, (ii) to prepare domestic students 

for the global labour market, and (iii) to raise the profile of  the institution. Moreover, in a 

globalised higher education space, internationalisation is necessary even to attract domestic 

students (Kurtán, 2004, cited in Doiz et al, 2012). 

Still, EMI is a type of  approach that does imply immersion in English and that allows for 

incidental language learning by being exposed to content in this foreign language. Therefore, 

some universities do aim at improving students’ language proficiency by implementing EMI. 

A good example of  this language-learning driven approach is the University of  the Basque 

Country’s Multilingualism Programme, which has as main objectives (i) to continue at tertiary 

level with an experimental trilingual programme introduced in primary and secondary 

schools by the Basque government, (ii) to improve local students’ proficiency in a foreign 

language as well as to provide access to references and specialized vocabulary, (iii) to improve 

learners’ work/career prospects, (iv) to facilitate the pursuit of  postgraduate degrees abroad  

and (v) to attract international students and teachers (Doiz et al., 2012). 

Another view that supports foreign language learning both as a driving force and as an 

expected gain is Galloway et al. (2017), which lists eight reasons behind EMI implementation: 

(i) access to cutting-edge knowledge and increasing global competitiveness, (ii) increase of  

income, (iii) enhancing student and lecturer mobility, (iv) enhancing graduates’ employability 

and international competencies, (v) improvement of  English proficiency, (vi) reflecting 

developments in English language teaching, (vii) using English as a neutral language and (viii) 

offering EMI for altruistic motives.  

To sum up, EMI implementation in non-English-speaking universities offers several advantages, 

and some of  these strengths are therefore the reasons underlying its application. Student and 

teacher mobility, attracting international students, higher employability of  graduates, and 

academic prestige, are all causes and at the same time consequences of  teaching higher 

education subjects in English. Foreign language learning is also considered as an expected 

advantage of  EMI in some universities and contexts. Next, focusing on its challenges, the 

following section will consider some of  EMI’s predictable drawbacks and difficulties. 
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2.4 Predictable challenges and drawbacks of  EMI 

Exploring reasons against EMI implementation, Smith (2004) cited in Coleman (2006) lists 

the following: (i) inadequate language skills and need for training of local staff and students, 

(ii) ideological objections arising from a perceived threat to cultural identity and the status of 

the native language as a language of science, (iii) unwillingness of local staff to teach through 

English, (iv) lack of availability on the market of sufficient English-speaking subject 

specialists, (v) the inability of recruited native speaker tutors to adapt to non-native speaking 

students, (vi) inadequate proficiency of incoming international students in the host language, 

(vii) organizational problems and administrative infrastructure, (viii) lack of interest from 

local students, (ix) loss of confidence and failure to adapt among local students, (x) lack of 

critical mass of international students, (xi) lack of cultural integration of international 

students, (xii) financing teaching of international students where no fees exist, (xiii) financing 

for international students from poorer countries where fees do exist, (xiv) uniformity and 

availability of teaching materials, and (xv) equity of assessment for native and non-native 

English speakers. 

Belhiah & Elhami (2015) also point that the expansion of  English is sometimes seen as a 

threat to local native languages, as well as to local religion, values, principles and centuries-

old traditions. However, the importance of  English in business and science is generally 

acknowledged. Similarly, Breidbach (2003) cited in Coleman (2006) rhetorically asks whether 

English in higher education is in fact “the academic lingua franca” or the “lingua franca trap.”  

Another drawback of  higher education EMI programs, according to Martin (2013), is a lack 

of  general homogeneity, as if  these were still under experimental development and did not 

receive the necessary national and international back-up policies and quality control.  

Similarly, Doiz et al. (2013) list several challenges regarding EMI implementation: carefully 

planning English-taught tertiary courses, finding qualified teachers (both in content and 

language) and enrolling students with the required English proficiency. And even in contexts 

in which these challenges are properly dealt with, there is very little research on how effective 

content learning is and whether the width and depth of  this content would be the same if  

the course was delivered in the learners’ L1.  

This dearth of  studies on how effective EMI content learning is will be further explored in 

section 2.6, besides being the key core question of  this research. Beforehand, section 2.5 

dwells into a content/language continuum of  modalities regarding EMI implementation. 
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2.5 EMI implementation: a content/language continuum of  modalities 

Focusing on content learning and language learning in bilingual programs, there is a crucial 

divergence between EMI and CLIL modalities that this research takes as starting point. This 

divergence is the difference of  stress on content learning in tertiary EMI programs when 

compared to CLIL programs: 

There is an area where CLIL and EMI diverge from each other; this is the attention that each 

of  them pays to language learning. While CLIL is a dual focused process, aiming to overtly 

develop both language and content knowledge, EMI focuses mainly on subject learning and 

exploits the language of  instruction as a mere neutral tool to perform that goal. (Francomaro, 

2011: 34) 

This difference is graphically described in the Greere & Räsänen (2008: 6) CLIL modalities 

continuum: 

 

Figure 1: The Greere & Räsänen (2008: 6) CLIL modalities continuum 

EMI focuses mainly on content learning and not on language learning per se. That is why Greere 

& Räsänen (2008) classify EMI programs at a “pre-CLIL” content level in their modalities 

continuum.  

A similar description is made by Airey (2016) regarding a language/content continuum of 

approaches in higher education. On the left of the diagram (Figure 2) there are courses with 

only language learning outcomes, while courses exclusively with content learning aims are on 

the right. 
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 EAP, EMI or CLIL?  

 Learning outcomes  

Only language Language and content Only content 

   

EAP CLIL EMI 

 Type of course  

Figure 2: Airey (2016: 73) Language/content continuum of  approaches in higher education 

 

CLIL courses would be somewhere between these extremes, integrating content and 

language learning. EMI would be located on the content learning side, while EAP at the 

language learning opposite side. 

One possible reason for this focus on content and not on language of  EMI may be that 

tertiary education, located at a higher level of  specialization, mostly relies on hiring specialists 

who are generally not foreign language teachers or even foreign language experts, and may 

lack experience in foreign language teaching. According to Cots (2013), EMI instructors give 

little attention to language as they see their communicative competence as imperfect and lack 

training in language teaching. From this view, many lecturers consider the shift from L1 to 

EMI as a mere language of  instruction change, but not as an adaptation of  teaching 

methodology.  

However, at lower educational levels of  instruction - such as primary or secondary education 

- this combination of  content and language learning may be more achievable. Furthermore, 

and even though ESP teaching has a long tradition in universities, tertiary education in 

foreign languages is a fairly recent phenomenon (Martín 2013) which has grown in Europe 

since the 90’s (Dalton-Puffer, 2007). 

Rose & Galloway (2019) point at research by Macaro et al. (2018), identifying 3 EMI models: 

(i) the preparatory model, common in Turkey and the Middle East, requiring students to do a 

year-long intensive EAP course before entering subject-specific courses, (ii) the institutional 

support model, taking place in institutions in which proficiency is higher but whose students 

still take modified content courses in their early years with support from EAP/ESP courses 

(language support is generally reduced over time) and (iii) the pre-institutional selection model, 

common in the Netherlands and Northern Europe, including minimal language support in 

favour of  language proficiency benchmarks, such as IELTS or TOEFL. 
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Regarding content and language integration, Doiz et al. (2013) suggest team teaching as a 

possible pedagogical strategy. This is the idea behind Cots & Clemente’s (2011) tandem 

teaching project, in which a content and a language instructor worked together for three 

years in the design and implementation of a CLIL program. While the language instructor 

was a PhD student researching CLIL, the content instructor was provided with models for 

classroom interaction and could eventually teach the class alone in the last year.  

2.6 Impact of EMI on content comprehension and content learning 

Regardless EMI’s rapid increase in higher education, there is a dearth of research on content 

learning in English (Airey, 2016; Dafouz et al., 2014; Doiz et al., 2013; Macaro, 2018). Despite 

this research need, loss of subject content learning has often been mentioned as a reason for 

not adopting EMI (Dafouz & Camacho, 2016). As Dalton-Puffer states, “because the medium 

of learning is less perfectly known than the L1, it is feared that this will lead to reduced subject competence as 

a result of either imperfect understanding or the fact that teachers pre-empt this problem and simplify content” 

(2011, cited in Dafouz et al., 2014: 226). 

Dafouz et al. (2014) quote several reasons for this lack of studies: (i) difficulties to set up 

interdisciplinary research groups that may go beyond language issues, (ii) struggles to access 

students’ grades for confidentiality reasons, and (iii) non-existence of standardized exams 

allowing for comparative analysis. Fortanet and Gómez (2013), cited in Dafouz & Camacho 

(2016), point at another possible reason: a certain bias of researchers supporting multilingual 

education who might not be favoured by negative results regarding content achievement 

when looking for multilingual programs support. 

Some studies that dwell into EMI content learning assessment and students’ performance 

are encouraging towards EMI’s effectiveness. Conversely, others reach less optimistic 

conclusions. These apparently contradictory results justify further research on this direction. 

One of the more favourable studies is Dafouz & Camacho (2016), in which first year 

students’ grades were collected at a Spanish university for four years (2010-2014). The subject 

analysed was Financial Accounting I and 383 students’ grades were gathered. EMI and non-

EMI courses followed the same syllabus and assessment formats. The study concluded that 

“EMI students in the subject of Financial Accounting I obtain the same academic results as their non-EMI 

counterparts, regardless of the language of instruction used (Spanish or English)” (2016: 65).  
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A determining factor of this research is that all EMI learners were asked to certify a minimum 

B2 CEFRL English level or higher (ESOL or TOEFL), or to complete an EFL entry test 

provided by the school. Besides, all students had taken the same university entrance exam: 

the Spanish “selectividad” (Dafouz & Camacho, 2016).  

A similar encouraging research by Dafouz et al. included 316 students’ grades from 3 EMI 

and 3 non-EMI subjects, and stated an analogous conclusion: “there are no statistically significant 

differences between EMI groups and non-EMI groups in the three subjects under scrutiny: Financial 

Accounting I, Principles of Business Financial Management, and Economic History” (2014: 229). Yet 

again, this study required learners to “certify a B2 level of  English (CEFR) in the form of  ESOL 

or TOEFL certificates or other official exams, or take an entry test provided by the Faculty” (2014: 229).  

The fact that students were required to certify a B2 CEFRL level or higher is very relevant, 

as other studies show that students at low levels of  proficiency reached lower scores when 

compared to results in bilingual tests or tests conducted in their L1 (Shohamy, 2013). There 

is also evidence that students who learn through a second language tend to rely on their L1 

(Levi-Keren, 2008; Logan-Terry & Wright, 2010; cited in Shohamy, 2013). Therefore, 

multi/bilingual tests in EMI university programs may provide students with the best 

opportunity to show their academic knowledge (Shohamy, 2011; Shohamy, 2013). 

An interesting feature of  Dafouz & Camacho’s (2016) research is that it classified its results 

into four types of assessment formats: mid-term exam, active participation, seminars and 

final exam. Grades were actually higher in EMI groups in three of these components: mid-

term exam, seminars, and final exam. However, they were lower at active participation. One 

possible explanation the authors suggest is that the Financial Accounting subject, due to its 

intrinsic nature, would require relatively less language production on the students’ behalf 

than language reception – through the reading of the textbook and the listening to the 

teachers’ explanations, for example. Furthermore, exams’ assessment formats were mostly 

problem-solving exercises. This would explain why language competence may not have been 

a critical issue in passing this particular subject. 

Another study regarding EMI’s impact on content learning is Escobar et al. (2018), which 

compared students’ performance over the 2012-13 and 2013-14 editions of the Primary 

Education Degree in the University of Barcelona, offered in EMI and non-EMI modalities. 

Escobar et al. conclusions are similar to Dafouz et al. (2014) and Dafouz & Camacho (2016): 

there were no significant differences in students’ performance when subjects were studied in 
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EMI and in non-EMI format. This study claims that content learning is not positively nor 

negatively affected when there is a change in language of instruction. An interesting aspect 

of this study by Escobar et al. is that, if the Primary Education Degree was offered in EMI 

and non-EMI modalities, students were actually choosing to study through English, and 

therefore these EMI courses were English-optional.  

Despite these results concluding that EMI does not negatively affect students’ content 

learning, other authors point towards the opposite direction. Yip, Tsang & Cheung (2003) 

cited in Airey (2016) state that EMI science students in Hong Kong performed more poorly 

on tests than their peers who were taught in Chinese (Mandarin). Similar conclusions were 

reached in New Zealand, with students disadvantaged by 10 per cent when taught in English 

(Barton & Neville-Barton, 2003, 2004; Neville-Barton & Barton, 2005; cited in Airey, 2016). 

In view of these divergent results, further research is imperative. 

Focusing on lectures’ content comprehension, discrepant results were also observed. Macaro 

et al. (2018) point at reseach by Vinke (1995), Hellekjaer (2010) and Joe & Lee (2013), which, 

again, offer contradictory conclusions and demand further investigation. The previously 

mentioned study by Dafouz & Camacho (2016) offers as well some insights regarding 

learners’ comprehension of technical terms and specific terminology, agreeing with Joe & 

Lee (2013), but not with Vinke (1995) and Hellekjaer (2010).  

Vinke’s (1995) PhD research in the Netherlands compared content understanding of second-

year students from EMI and non-EMI lessons delivered by the same lecturer. These lessons 

were taught in English to an experimental group of 50 learners, and in Dutch to a 50 students’ 

control group. Confounding variables such as English proficiency differences and Maths and 

Physics previous knowledge were taken into account as well. Results concluded that students 

in the L1 control group performed significantly better than the EMI group in terms of lecture 

comprehension. 

Hellekjaer’s (2010) study reached similar conclusions as Vinke (1995) regarding learners’ 

listening comprehension. Hellekjaer’s research included 364 Norwegian undergraduate and 

postgraduate students majoring in Business and Engineering from a university in Norway, 

and 47 German graduate students from two other German universities. This study adopted 

learners’ self-reported questionnaires in order to compare listening comprehension skills of 

EMI lectures and L1 lectures. Findings suggest that students’ listening comprehension was 
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lower for EMI lectures than for L1 lectures, based on descriptive statistics. Unfamiliar and 

unintelligible words and/or expressions seemed to be the students’ main difficulty. 

By contrast, Joe & Lee’s (2013) study offers different results: Their research undertaken in 

Korea found no obvious differences in lecture comprehension when delivered in English or 

in the learners’ L1. And similar results were obtained by Dafouz & Camacho (2016), pointing 

at subject’s specific language terminology - “foreign” to all learners, either EMI or non-EMI, 

as they had never been exposed to it. In fact, the EMI Financial Accounting teacher explained 

that the EMI group found it generally easier to learn English terminology than the non-EMI 

group, as the former had not been “contaminated” with a non-technical use of the subject’s 

terms. In a similar way, Moreno Alemany (2008), cited in Dafouz & Camacho (2016), claims 

that non-EMI accounting students experience more difficulties with ESP vocabulary than 

EMI students. False friends and false cognates due to English from Spanish direct 

translations might explain these difficulties. 

All in all, this combination of divergent results and a noticeable lack of studies regarding 

content learning and content comprehension in EMI justify further research in this direction. 

The next section will dwell into another feature of EMI, which is inextricably intertwined 

with content comprehension and content learning: EMI learners’ English proficiency. 

2.7 Challenges regarding EMI learners’ English proficiency 

Students’ English proficiency is a matter of  a strong debate among EMI specialists, especially 

regarding content understanding and learning. Maiworm & Wächter describe critical views 

towards EMI programs in higher education claiming they lower the quality of  the education 

provided, and even suggesting that “students who did not understand English were taught by staff  

unable to speak and write the language properly” (2008: 27). Heterogeneity in the command of  

English of  students in class is also viewed as a problem (Wächter & Maiworm, 2014). 

However, these authors also point that “the heat of  these discussions stood in remarkable contrast to 

the very modest body of  empirical knowledge available on the issue” (Maiworm & Wächter, 2008: 27).  

But it makes sense to ponder whether students with inadequate English do have problems 

understanding key concepts in class, and whether this will lead them to acquire the course’s 

content in a partial way. Sert (2008), after researching EMI’s effectivity at three Turkish 

universities, suggested that EMI is effective for language skills development, but inefficient 

regarding content acquisition (Sert, 2008, cited in Byun et al., 2010). Seitzhanova et al. (2015), 

describing EMI implementation in Kazahstan and according to research carried out at al-
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Farabi Kazakh National University, observe that “most students, though their understanding of  

lectures was not high, agreed that instruction in English helped them to improve their English proficiency.” 

Airey’s (2011) research points out that inadequate reading skills lead to a more surface 

understanding of  texts (Karlgren & Hansen, 2003; Söderlundh, 2004; cited in Airey, 2011). 

Difficulties in taking notes while listening, and problems regarding the meaning of terms 

were also noted. (Airey, 2011). On the other hand, Shaw & McMillion (2008) suggest that 

Swedish students read an English biology textbook as well as British students if they are 

given extra time (Shaw & McMillion, 2008, cited in Airey, 2011). 

Evans & Morrison (2011) indicate that there is very little interaction in EMI courses. Students 

take notes but ask very few questions, and prefer to do so after the lecture or during the 

break. This could be explained by a lack of confidence in their English skills, an unwillingness 

to speak in English in front of their peers, or unfamiliarity with the topic. Drawing a more 

optimistic picture, Belhiah & Elhami (2015) claim that more than a fifty percent of EMI 

students feel comfortable when interacting in English. However, the same study concludes 

that only a third of the lecturers agreed that students felt comfortable when asking and 

answering questions in the class. 

Another relevant factor to take into account is classroom size: a reduced number of students 

improves communication and interaction. According to Byun et al. (2011), a large class size 

prevents lecturers to address academic needs of their students, limits their ability to provide 

individualized feedback, and limits students’ participation – therefore depriving them from 

improving their English. 

Interestingly, Doiz et al. (2013) remind that some faculty members do not consider the 

university to be a language school and believe it should be taken for granted that students 

have the necessary language requirements, so that lecturers can focus on content teaching 

only. However, Doiz et al. maintain that language knowledge considerations should be taken 

into account in all higher education institutions in which non-native languages are used to 

teach.  

Having reviewed some challenges learners’ face regarding EMI content comprehension, the 

next section will conclude this theoretical framework by describing some studies and views 

concerning L1 use in EMI, and comment on concepts such as codeswitching and translanguaging. 
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2.8 Use of  languages in EMI: English only, codeswitching and translanguaging 

Some authors claim that a certain linguistic flexibility, as opposed to an English-only policy, 

could help EMI students with limited English proficiency. Belhiah & Elhami (2015) state 

that switching to the students’ L1, or codeswitching, could be helpful as content comprehension 

takes precedence over language learning. Lasagabaster (2018) also maintains that codeswitching 

in EMI has been under-researched. English-only policies put pressure on lecturers to avoid 

using other languages and, as a consequence, content-teachers have felt some guilt when 

using their students’ and their own linguistic resources (Macaro, 2014; Swain et al., 2011; cited 

in Lasagabaster, 2018). On other occasions, EMI lecturers do not receive any indications 

from their institutions on L1 use, which leads to different courses of action. Teachers’ beliefs 

on L1 use are diverse, and range from non-acceptance to acceptance of L1 usage (Doiz & 

Lasagabaster, 2016). Costa (2012) states that lecturers and students resort to their mother 

tongue to explain or translate words or expressions. Doiz & Lasagabaster (2016) observed 

as well that L1-use is common outside the class (on office hours and one-to-one interactions) 

but is not typically accepted in classroom interaction and assessment tasks. Belhiah & Elhami 

(2015) also describe situations in which learners answer questions in their L1 when asked in 

English. Some students undertake translator roles when weaker peers face communication 

problems, and others rely heavily on translations and dictionaries.  

A way of embracing language flexibility is the implementation of translanguaging practices, 

which has been defined as a “process by which bilingual students and teachers engage in complex 

discursive practices in order to “make sense” of and communicate in multilingual classrooms” (Garcia & 

Sylvan, 2011: 389). Translanguaging examines the processes of speakers resorting to their 

full linguistic repertoire in order to communicate, thus breaking down conceptual linguistic 

boundaries (Rose & Galloway, 2019) and could be envisioned as the adoption of bilingual 

supportive scaffolding practices (Doiz et al., 2013). This view challenges a monolingual 

orientation by conceiving languages not as separate entities, but as a part of an interwoven 

system (Rose & Galloway, 2019). 

Compared with codeswitching, translanguaging is less concerned with the functions of each 

language, but is instead an examination of how different languages intersect in a classroom 

setting. Students and learners move therefore freely between languages (Rose & Galloway, 

2019). A good example of this multilingual mindset is a study by Chromá (2006) cited in 

Doiz et al. (2013), describing Law students comparing legal texts in English and Czech, which 

resulted in an enhancement of their metalinguistic awareness in both languages.  
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3 Data and Methodology 

3.1 Research Question 

Based on the previous theoretical framework, and having into account that EMI focuses 

primarily on content learning and not on language learning (Airey, 2016; Cots, 2013; 

Francomaro, 2011; Greere & Räsänen, 2008), this study aims at investigating the following 

research question: In what ways does English-Medium Instruction have an impact on students’ content 

comprehension and content learning?  

3.2 Methodological choices 

This current study is based on a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research is an 

inductive approach that aims at understanding human systems, whether small – such as a 

classroom context – or large – such as a cultural system. This approach typically includes 

interviews, observations, and analysis of documents (Savenye & Robinson, 1996). It includes 

two rounds of interviews with three EMI professors at the University of Lleida, with the 

objective of reporting on their perceptions, opinions and values. 

According to Morrisson, there is an “overarching view that all human life is experienced and constructed 

from a subjective perspective” (2012: 23). Searle (1995) defines constructivism as a way of envisioning 

reality and truth as being relative and dependent on one’s perspective, and as being built 

upon the premise of a social construction of reality. From these viewpoints, there cannot be 

an objective reality which exists irrespective of the meanings human beings bring to it, and 

data collected and analysed by researchers will have a qualitative rather than quantitative 

significance (Morrisson, 2012). 

Qualitative research has the following key features: (i) it relies on strategies that take the 

subject’s perspective as central, and understanding these is critical regardless they are adults 

or children; (ii) pays close attention to detailed observation, as well as to “rich” and “deep” 

description; (iii) considers the holistic picture in which the research topic is embedded, 

studying the data from a broad educational, social, and historic context; (iv) implies an intense 

or prolonged contact with a “field” situation, reflective of everyday life of individuals, groups, 

societies or organizations; (v) is reluctant to impose prior structures on the research so as to 

not foreclose features which might have not been foreseen at the beginning; (vi) is reluctant 

to impose prior theoretical frameworks; (vii) emphasizes “words” rather than “numbers”, 

thus putting forward textual analysis (Morrisson, 2012). 
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3.3 Instrument 

The choice of interviews as a research tool is often motivated by an interest in understanding 

the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make in that experience (Seidman, 

2006; cited in Coleman, 2012). Interviews are classified into structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured, although there is no hard division between these, but a continuum from highly 

structured to unstructured. (Coleman, 2012). While working within a qualitative research 

approach, semi-structured interviews are the most common. These include major questions, 

sub-questions and follow-up questions. Prompts may be used, offering the respondent a 

range of choices, and follow-up questions may take the form of probes, trying to extract 

more information on a topic (Coleman, 2012). A list of questions and sub-questions was 

therefore designed to gather all the data through a semi-structured interview. It included 

nineteen questions aimed at examining five aspects related with the research question: (a) 

types of EMI courses (compulsory, elective, English-optional), (b) EFL entry level tests, (c) 

content presentation and lecturers’ use of languages, (d) students’ content comprehension 

and EFL level, and (e) learners’ content learning and language performance assessment. 

Interviews were conducted in Catalan or Spanish. They were audio-recorded and transcribed. 

A second round of interviews was conducted via e-mail, yielding information regarding the 

interviewees’ academic and linguistic background. Direct quotations have been translated 

into English by the author of this thesis. The full list of questions is available in the Appendix. 

3.4 Participants  

Three lecturers were interviewed twice: a first time face to face and a second time via e-mail 

so as to gain further insights from their opinions expressed in the first round of interviews. 

These professors had been teaching EMI courses at the University of Lleida (UdL) and were 

also enrolled in the EMI teaching program at the UdL. Lecturers were contacted via this 

thesis’ tutor, who was their coach in this teaching program.  

The interviewed professors and their courses are presented in the following sub-sections. 

These courses were taught at different faculties and were not related among themselves. The 

teachers’ EFL level, according to their own assessment, was between the C1 and C2 levels 

of the CEFRL, and their EMI teaching experience ranged from 2 to 5 years at the time the 

interviews took place. Curriculum information was asked over the course of the interviews 

and accessed on public websites, although these are not provided to preserve anonymity. 

Real names have been altered for identical reasons, but their gender has been maintained.  
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3.4.1 Martí Serra Pasqual  

Martí Serra has an EMI teaching experience at the University of Lleida of two years. He is a 

Serra Hunter lecturer in Criminal Law, and he is also the coordinator of the Criminal Justice 

System Master’s Degree at the UdL. His PhD thesis, "The legal response to dangerous 

criminal offenders: special reference to supervised release" was written in Spanish, with its 

introduction and conclusion in English.  

Martí Serra has taught one EMI subject at the UdL for two years: Comparative International 

Law. This course is offered in the first year of the Law degree and also in the fourth year of 

the Law and Business Administration joint degree, which means that Martí teaches this EMI 

subject with two different groups of learners.   

3.4.2 Miriam Adela Isard   

Miriam Adela has been an EMI lecturer at the University of Lleida for three years. She holds 

a Psychology degree and a Master's Degree in Psychological Assessment, Training and 

Counseling, as well as a PhD from the UdL. Her doctoral thesis was written fully in English. 

She is a member of the Multilingualism and Education research group, and has participated 

in several research projects, the results of which have been published in scientific journals.  

Miriam Adela has lectured two EMI courses at the UdL: Human Development in Social and 

Educational Contexts, a compulsory subject taken in the first year of the Psychology Degree, 

and Learning and Personality Development II, offered in the second year of the Primary Education 

Degree bilingual program. Regarding this second subject, she is in charge of its practicum 

sessions, which are taught in EMI format as part of this bilingual program. 

3.4.3 Beatriu Ferrater Romagosa 

Beatriu Ferrater has been an EMI teacher at the University of  Lleida for four years. She had 

previously taught in English in the University of  Girona. She is a Serra Hunter senior lecturer, 

and holds a Master’s Degree as well as a PhD in Tourism from the University of  Girona. Her 

doctoral thesis was written fully in English, and has an EMI teaching experience of  five years.  

Beatriu teaches two EMI subjects at the UdL: Passenger Transport Companies, an elective subject 

included in fourth year of  the Tourism degree and in the Business Administration degree, 

and Strategic Marketing; due in the third year of  the Business Administration degree, and which 

is English-optional - as students are allowed to take it in English or in their L1. 
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3.5 Analysis of  data    

Data derived from the face-to-face semi-structured interviews was analysed in different ways. 

Guided open questions and sub-questions yielded qualitative information about how the 

interviewed EMI lecturers constructed their viewpoints regarding the impact of EMI on 

learners’ content comprehension and learning. Data collected from a second round of 

shorter interviews, which consisted of open questions, was also analysed according to their 

content. 

3.6 Context of  this study 

The University of Lleida (UdL) is located in Catalonia, the Catalan-speaking area in Spain. 

Catalan and Spanish are Catalonia’s official languages. All Catalan universities were declared 

bilingual in the 1980’s and, since then, Catalan and Spanish are used as languages of 

instruction, even though Catalan is pre-eminent in all its internal administration documents. 

Individual course’s language of instruction is chosen by each instructor, as all students are 

assumed to be competent in both languages (Llurda & Cots, 2013). 

Regarding its language policy, the University of Lleida has issued two official documents: the 

Pla Operatiu per a la Internacionalització 2012-2016 (POI) (Universitat de Lleida, 2012) and the 

Pla Operatiu per al Multilingüisme 2013-2018 (POM) (Universitat de Lleida, 2013). The first of 

these - the POI - is not a language policy document stricto sensu, although it does set as an 

objective a need to increase the offer of EMI courses in order to improve its learners’ 

command of English for Specific Purposes, and also to favour foreign students’ integration 

(University of Lleida, 2012). The second document - the POM - provides a very general 

statement as to how to implement EMI in its degrees and postgraduate courses. The POM 

states that English will be gradually implemented in degrees, and that multilingualism must 

also be fostered at postgraduate levels - at least as far as Catalan, Spanish and English are 

concerned (University of Lleida, 2013). These language policy and internationalisation 

documents are, however, not very restrictive as far as EMI implementation is concerned. 
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4 Findings  

Five topics recurrently emerged in the interviews: 1) academic issues related to the subjects; 

2) lecturers’ views regarding EFL entry level tests; 3) content presentation; 4) learners’ 

content comprehension and their EFL proficiency level; and 5) students’ content learning 

and language performance assessment. The following sub-sections deal with each of these. 

4.1 Academic issues 

Before dwelling into the lecturers’ views regarding their learners’ content understanding, this 

section will first describe some course features which seemed to have an effect on students’ 

comprehension and on students’ EFL proficiency level. It will examine the compulsory vs. 

elective dichotomy arising in the interviews, as well as look into other features such as 

bilingual programs or joint degrees, and the effect all these had on learners’ content 

comprehension. 

4.1.1 Elective vs. compulsory EMI subjects 

The lecturers were asked whether their EMI subjects were compulsory, elective, or English-

optional. This compulsory vs. elective dichotomy seemed to have an impact on students’ 

content understanding and learning, as well as on learners’ apparent English skills. 

Firstly, both of Beatriu Ferrater’s subjects were elective. While the first was fully elective, the 

second was English-optional, as students could enrol in three different groups and only one 

was lectured in English. Last-minute group changes between groups were also allowed. As 

we will further describe in section 4.3, all her students were able understand the lectures in 

English, and Beatriu was also able and willing to implement an English-only language use 

with very little codeswitching. Furthermore, students were able to do all or most of their 

work in English. 

(1) “In the mornings [talking about her Strategic Marketing subject] we offer two groups, one in English 

and one in Spanish. (…) And this year, even though it was well indicated on their timetables that 

they could choose its language of instruction, last-minute changes between groups were accepted.”  

 

(2) “Some students have better English than others (…) but the fact that they choose to do a subject in 

English shows interest on their behalf, as it is an elective subject and they could choose another one.” 
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Secondly, Miriam Adela’s Human Development in Social and Educational Contexts subject was a 

compulsory course offered in Psychology’s first year. Many of the students in this group 

would not be able to understand her lectures in English, nor endure an English-only policy 

regarding assignments, tests, and oral presentations. As we will see in more detail in section 

4.3, she would resort to Catalan, Spanish and English at any time in order to enhance content 

comprehension, welcoming translanguaging practices in her subject. 

(3) “They have problems with scientific articles… they are first-year students and they are really lost.” 

 

(4) “I do not believe this subject should be fully in English right off from the first year. They practically 

do not speak in their language… if I asked them to do it all in English, no-one would participate.” 

Finally, Martí Serra’s subject was also a compulsory one. He had two groups of learners, one 

of which was comprised by first-year Law students. Many of these students told him they 

were not able to comprehend his lectures in English. His other group of learners – made up 

by fourth-year students of the Law and Business joint degree – had a higher EFL proficiency 

level, and will be described in more detail in sub-section 4.1.2, which focuses on joint degrees. 

(5) “The group I teach in the mornings - the Law degree group – which are first-year [students]… there, 

some people plainly told me that their English level was zero [total beginner]. (…) I have a student 

this year who told me she knew no English.” 

It is interesting to note how this elective vs compulsory EMI dichotomy seemed to have an 

impact on learners’ EFL level of proficiency, and ultimately on their content comprehension 

and learning skills. Other types of EMI courses were described by lecturers over the 

interviews, such as bilingual programs and joint degrees. The next section describes these. 

4.1.2 Bilingual programs and joint degrees 

Two of Miriam Adela’s and Martí Serra’s EMI groups - in which they were able to lecture in 

English only, as we will see in section 4.3 - had some interesting qualities in them.  On the 

one hand, Miriam Adela did not codeswitch in her Learning and Personality Development subject, 

which was included in the Primary Education degree bilingual program. Students had 

voluntarily enrolled in an English/Spanish program and had chosen to partly study in 

English.  

(6) “Students enrolled in the bilingual program have no problems following me (…) and they are pretty 

well prepared.”  
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Martí Serra also was able to apply an English-only policy in his Comparative International Law 

subject, but only with the group of students enrolled in the Law and Business joint degree. 

According to him, students who study two degrees at the same time tend to have a higher 

academic level and also seem to have higher English proficiency. 

(7) “Law and Business joint degree students’ are fourth-year students, and therefore know about Law, 

and also speak English. Their grades are much higher than the first-year students’ Law group. 

Grades are normally higher in joint degree groups, but in this case it is unequivocal. They know 

about Law, and they are able to speak in English.” 

Miriam Adela also commented on this issue and connected students’ better academic skills 

with a tendency to have higher English proficiency. 

(8) “Interviewer: If a student has a higher level of English, do you think that this person will understand 

course contents more easily? 

Miriam Adela: Yes, but I am not too sure to what extent this is because of their level of English, 

or because they find it easier to learn contents. Because, very often, these are also better students. And 

I do not know if this is because they study more, and work harder… and that is why they speak 

better English, as perhaps they have studied more English in the past. I am not able to separate one 

variable from the other… it may be due to a mix of factors.” 

4.2 Considerations regarding entry EFL level tests 

Another interesting set of observations made by the interviewees were their views regarding 

EFL level tests. To the lecturers, it was clear that students’ EFL proficiency level was a very 

important factor in order for them to understand lectures in English, and ultimately to do 

their assignments, tests, and learn the course’s contents. However, none of the students had 

ever been asked to take a level test. 

Beatriu Ferrer claimed her students had not been asked to sit a level test, but that doing so 

might be a good idea. She also explained that she assessed her students’ English by observing 

their spoken and written fluency. 

(9) “No, we have never asked them to sit a level test (…) but I might do it one day, as these little level 

differences that I am able to perceive, I may observe them better and perhaps design a strategy or an 

activity to help weaker students. But I do not know if this would work as I have never done this yet. 

On the other hand, this is a group of only fifteen students, and you see their level very quickly.” 
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(10) “Beatriu Ferrater: There are visible differences in level, but they are not impeding.  

Interviewer: How have you detected these differences? 

Beatriu Ferrater: In the way they express themselves. When I ask a question, or when they have to 

do a written activity, or a speaking presentation… for example, Tourism students have better fluency 

than Business Administration students. (…) Business Administration students have to think longer 

in order to communicate.” 

Martí Serra also claimed his students had never been asked to take an EFL level test. To him, 

asking learners to certify a minimum EFL proficiency level would be positive, and that this 

minimum level should be between the B1 and B2 of the CEFRL, being B2 the ideal level. 

The reason why B2 was the ideal level was left unelaborated by the Law lecturer. 

(11) “Martí Serra: We have never asked students to take a level test. (…) Changing the subject’s study 

plan is being discussed, and I believe asking for a language prerequisite would be ideal.” 

Interviewer: What would this ideal level be, from your point of view? 

Martí Serra: I believe that somewhere between B1and B2 – B2 would be ideal - at least regarding 

reading and understanding English. In view of how the subject is organized at this moment, perhaps 

writing is not such a necessary competence. But that is because of how the subject is right now… 

because writing is a very important competence. Not being able to write properly is an issue, especially 

if we take into account how important it is for a Law student to write well.” 

Miriam Adela also agreed that no level tests had ever been taken with her students, and that 

doing so would be a good idea.  

(12) “Interviewer: Have you ever asked them to do a level test? 

Miriam Adela: No. 

Interviewer: Do you think it would be interesting? 

Miriam Adela: Yes, I think it would be a good idea. If you ask the students about their own self-

assessment, this will not be very accurate. But if these students have to go through a degree program 

in which some courses are in English, they should pass an [EFL entry level] test first.” 

She also explained that she perceived her students’ comprehension skills by paying attention 

to non-verbal communication or “non-verbal feedback.”  

(13) “You are able to see them disengaging. It’s a sort of feedback, of non-verbal feedback.” 

Having observed factors such as differences between EMI courses and views regarding entry 

level tests, the next section will focus on content presentation and subjects’ use of languages. 
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4.3 Content presentation  

The following section deals with issues on lecturers’ content presentations. It will describe 

first their use of languages in class, as well as identify a use of languages continuum which 

ranged from very little codeswitching to full translanguaging practices. This section will also 

describe strategies they referred to as useful to present technical concepts and terms, as well 

as their views on further effects of EMI on content presentation. 

4.3.1 Use of  languages  

Regarding content presentation, teachers’ comments on their use of languages in the class 

were substantially different from one another. It is interesting how none of the interviewed 

professors approached his or her own use of language in the same way, although their aims 

and motivations could coincide at times. 

Although English was the courses’ main language of  instruction, all interviewees admitted 

switching to Spanish or Catalan over the course of  their lectures. However, the use of  L1 

was different in the three cases. In fact, the amount of  Spanish or Catalan ranged from little 

use, such as key-word translations and short-time codeswitching, to L1 content summaries, 

to ultimately a trilingual context in which all languages - English, Spanish, and Catalan - were 

allowed for. A full use of  languages continuum was therefore identified. 

At the one end of  this continuum, Beatriu Ferrater claimed to lecture only in English in her 

two EMI courses. However, a small percentage of L1 was used, generally when interacting 

with students who seemed to have a low EFL level and may have problems communicating. 

Nevertheless, she stated she was able to go through almost all the lessons using the foreign 

language only. Written materials were also in English, as well as teacher-to-students e-mail 

communication:  

(14) “I try to teach the class 100% in English. However, it is possible that a student who wants make 

a comment stumbles, and I may help him or her in English first. And if communicating is difficult 

for that person, I may switch to Spanish or Catalan. But in class I try to speak only in English.” 

The same English-only practice was applied for individual one-to-one communication 

outside the class via e-mail or at break time. However, she was a bit more flexible if students 

started a conversation in their L1:  
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(15) “If they send me an e-mail in Catalan or Spanish, I reply in the language they use. But if I have to 

send them an e-mail, I write it in English. Similarly, I will speak to them in English over the break, 

but if they start a conversation in their language I will reply in that same language.” 

At the other end of this continuum, Miriam Adela stated that she applied a very different use 

of languages in one of her two EMI subjects, if we compare it to Beatriu Ferrater’s. In her 

Human Development in Social and Educational Contexts subject, included in the first course of the 

Psychology degree, Miriam would promote a trilingual environment in which English, 

Catalan and Spanish were used. She claimed to often switch to students’ L1 whenever she 

perceived learners were not understanding, in order to ensure content learning. 

(16) “I use other languages, as they find it difficult to follow it in English. They are first-year students, 

and not all of them have the appropriate [English] level to understand me. When I perceive that 

they are not understanding, I change the language I am speaking in.” 

Although some students had, to her view, a suitable EFL level to follow the course, there 

were others whose body language and non-verbal communication indicated they were not 

understanding the lesson properly. As stated before, she paid attention to “non-verbal feedback” 

in order to get acquainted with her student’s understanding. 

(17) “When I see some expressions of uncertainty, I change the language I am speaking in and ask them 

some questions to check for understanding. And I will sometimes repeat the lecture - not in its 

entirety, but just a summary – in Spanish.” 

As said before, the reason behind this use of languages flexibility was clearly content learning: 

(18) “At the end of the day, I want them to understand what I am saying. If they do not understand the 

subject’s content, what is the point?” 

Interestingly, this avoided complaints regarding content comprehension: 

(19) “Thus they do not complain saying they do not understand.” 

As far as students-to-teacher interaction, the Psychology lecturer said she based her use of 

languages on the principle of translanguaging. 

(20) “In class they can talk to me in any language they prefer, following a principle of translanguaging. 

What I really want is for them to take part in the lectures. It does not matter if I ask a question in 

English, they are allowed to reply in Spanish or in Catalan if they want to.” 
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Miriam Adela defined translanguaging in the following way: 

(21) “The idea behind translanguaging is that we all have a linguistic grounding and that languages are 

not separate entities. If the students want to mix languages when they answer to my questions, I do 

not perceive this to be negative. My main objective is that they learn the course’s content.” 

An interesting phenomenon would also happen regarding the students’ contributions: they 

would communicate in their own language, but not translate technical terms into their L1: 

(22) “If they have learnt a concept in English, but haven’t translated it yet, they may ask something in 

their language but using the term in English. Therefore, they will say a full sentence in their language 

but include two or three words in English.” 

Other times, students may start a sentence in English but not be able to finish it due to poor 

language skills, and would do so in their own language.  

(23) “They may start a sentence in English but they will then switch to their language. They get confused, 

do not find the right words, and end their contribution in Catalan or Spanish.” 

A similar use of languages was applied regarding oral presentations and written assignments: 

students were allowed to choose the language they felt more comfortable to work with. As 

she said, it was never more than ten people – in a group of sixty learners – who opted for 

English as their language of choice. 

(24) “When they have to do a speaking presentation, they also have the freedom to choose the language 

they feel more comfortable with and that allows to express themselves better. Regarding written 

assignments, they may also choose the language they prefer. Some students choose English, but it is 

never more than ten of them.” 

This language choice also depended on assignment length. Longer assignments tended to be 

written in Catalan or Spanish, as students found it easier to write those in their language: 

(25) “Some students hand in their assignments in English, even though the final one – which is longer, 

and more complex – they will avoid doing it in English as it is a long academic essay. It is the 

shorter texts that they will write in English. It is not the same to write half-a-page or one page in 

English than having to write from two to three thousand words.” 

Regarding this subject’s exam, half of it included test-type questions and the other half was 

an essay question, and it was presented in a Spanish/English bilingual format.  
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(26) “The questions are in English and in Spanish. Therefore, it is not a problem if they have studied in 

English or in Spanish. And they do not complain saying they do not understand. They can answer 

the question in the language they choose. However, test questions are in English.”  

The reason behind this flexibility were the mixed abilities she perceived to be present in the 

class. According to her, it would not be fair that students with low EFL skills were forced to 

do all the work in English, if other students with better English would find the same work 

much easier. 

(27) “It would not be fair that a person with a very low level of English had to submit all his assignments 

in English… and then another person with a higher [EFL proficiency] level would find the same 

work easier to do… I do not think this would be fair.” 

Nevertheless, all the course materials, articles, and projected presentations were in English. 

Students were also given a self-assessment rubric in English. 

(28) “All the resources are in English. The articles they must read, classroom videos, and PowerPoint 

presentations… are all in English. They read it in English, but if they prefer to process them and 

express themselves in their own language… I do not see why this would be negative for them.”  

When asked if any of her colleagues or subject coordinators had any inconvenience with this 

flexibility, she replied that she had not received any formal feedback on this regard. However, 

in more informal conversations, her colleagues had agreed that linguistic flexibility was a 

good idea, as it allowed for a better student engagement and improved content learning. 

(29) “My colleagues have never asked or complained, and no student has ever complained either. In more 

informal conversations, however - while having a cup of coffee, for example – my colleagues generally 

agree with me, as they perceive that this language flexibility allows students to take a more active 

part in the lessons and understand the subject’s content better."  

Beatriu Ferrater’s and Miriam Adela Isard’s use of languages are two opposing examples of 

the effects of EMI at university: on the one hand, Beatriu aimed at teaching the subject only 

in English, and applied this idea even in break-time conversations - although she was a bit 

flexible interacting with students at low EFL levels. Exams, written assignments, and 

students’ presentations were all in English. On the other hand, Maria Adela, facing a group 

with EFL mixed abilities, believed that language proficiency should not be an impediment 

for students to take part in lessons, understand lectures, or express themselves. Therefore, 
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learners were allowed to choose the language they preferred. She also made summaries in 

Spanish or ask and answer questions in the students’ L1. 

As seen in previous sections, it is interesting how this language flexibility was only necessary 

in one of Miriam Adela’s EMI subjects. While in this subject she allowed for translanguaging 

practices, in her other EMI course she lectured only in English, as she perceived students 

had the appropriate EFL level to understand her.  

(30) “In the LPD [Learning and Personality Development] group I am able to speak only in English, 

I do not switch languages with them. They do not need me to explain anything [in another language]. 

In the Psychology degree subject I will mix languages. It depends on the group.” 

To her, the reason behind her students’ higher EFL proficiency level was that the course was 

included in this Primary Education bilingual program. The fact that the students’ had already 

enrolled in such program explained their better English skills. 

(31) “I teach the bilingual program group always in English, as they have the [appropriate] level and, 

besides, this is their field, but in the Psychology degree subject I will use other languages, as they have 

problems following the lessons. It is a first-year subject and not all of them have the adequate level to 

properly understand me.” 

As far as classroom interaction was concerned, Miriam Adela explained she would describe 

a practical case in English – codeswitching to students’ L1 was not necessary – and she would 

then ask learners to do some team work in groups of five or six.  

(32) “In this other subject we look at some practical cases. I start the class by explaining a case in English 

– for example, the case of a patient with attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder – and I will give 

them a page with the case’s history. They will then have to do some cooperative work, based on a 

flipped classroom method.  I will walk around the groups asking if they had understood, or they will 

ask me questions about the case… there is not a lot of theory, they do autonomous type of work.” 

This subject had no written exam, as it was based on team work and practical-case analyses. 

It did require students, however, to do some speaking presentations and written assignments 

in English, which they were able to do.  

(33) “They do their assignments in English, as they have to solve a practical case every three weeks, and 

they will write about ten pages per case, which they are able to do quite well.”  
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The only time students switched to their L1 was when doing some team work and she was 

not around, as she would be interacting with another group in that particular moment.  

(34) “When they are working in groups, but I am not focused on one particular group, they will switch 

to their own language. There are some international students in this group, but they are all South 

American [and therefore have Spanish as their L1].” 

Two examples of use of languages have been described. At the one end of this continuum, 

Beatriu Ferrater lectured in English only. At the other end, Miriam Adela had a trilingual 

approach based on translanguaging in one of her courses.  

However, between these ends, a third perspective also emerged. Regarding Martí Serra’s 

language use, he described how had agreed with his colleagues to introduce short content 

summaries in Catalan, in order to enhance communication and improve the students’ 

comprehension. 

(35) “Both the subject coordinator and I agreed to include short summaries in Catalan or Spanish, as 

the number of students failing was getting very high over the previous years, and in many cases this 

was due to their lack of language skills.” 

When asked to dwell into what he perceived to be a lack of students’ EFL language skills, he 

claimed the following: 

(36) “Plainly said, there is a lack of language knowledge. Some of the students do not speak English. 

While they may be able to comprehend the subject’s content - and they would understand it if it was 

presented in Catalan or in Spanish - as it is presented in English some students drop the subject, 

are not able to do the exam, or tell their teachers they do not understand the projected slides.” 

Students would therefore ask for L1 summaries, and some of them would also claim not to 

be able to properly understand or do the exams in English.  

However, and similarly to Miriam Adela, Martí Serra taught EMI in two different groups, 

but these problems only occurred in one of them. His second group of students – enrolled 

in the Law and Business joint degree - seemed to have a better EFL level and were able to 

follow and intervene in English. He therefore did not include L1 summaries, as he believed 

it would be a waste of time: 
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(37) “Some students in this second group also asked for summaries in Catalan, but I perceived they only 

wanted them to take notes more comfortably, and that their language level was more than adequate 

to follow the subject. I therefore decided not to waste time, as summaries decrease the subject’s speed.” 

From the Law lecturer point of view, the fact that these were joint degree students was the 

main reason behind their better EFL level. He also explained these were 4th-year students, 

and were therefore a bit more mature. 

As far as classroom interaction was concerned, Martí Serra addressed his first-year students 

in English. However, according to the lecturer, some students had reported not being able 

to communicate in this language, and ended asking or intervening in their L1. The teacher 

would also translate some technical terms if he deemed it necessary. However, all course 

materials, tests, assignments, and students’ speaking presentations were done in English. 

If we compare Beatriu Ferrater’s English-only use of language with Martí Serra’s L1 short 

content summaries, one could say that this second case is a first step regarding L1 use in an 

EMI course. If we compare Martí Serra’s use of languages with Miriam Adela’s - based on 

translanguaging and allowing for three languages to be used -, this third example is a step 

further as far as language flexibility is concerned. 

It is interesting to note that these differences in use of languages have a common aim: all 

lecturers claimed these practices were used in order to ensure proper content understanding, 

especially when teachers code-switched to the learners’ L1, or when they encouraged them 

to do so. The three interviewees agreed that switching to Catalan or Spanish was necessary 

when a learner, or a group of learners, seemed to have serious problems to communicate in 

English.  

The following sub-sections will now describe the lecturers’ viewpoints regarding presentation 

of technical terms as well as further effects of EMI regarding content presentation. 

4.3.2 Presentation of key concepts and technical terms 

As far as technical terms were concerned, all interviewees expressed their views regarding 

the use of glossaries. Martí Serra, for example, included a video in his lessons which explained 

the necessary vocabulary to understand the course’s contents. It was watched by students at 

the beginning of the course, and a second view was set for homework. Students would have 

to take an on-line test about it afterwards. 
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(38) “Martí Serra: In my first class I ask my students to view a video with specific criminal Law 

vocabulary. (…) Then, I ask them to pass a test afterwards. I also remind them that some vocabulary 

questions will be included in the final exam.” 

 

(39) “Interviewer: And is this vocabulary that you are going to use?  

Martí Serra: Yes, in my lectures. I use this vocabulary all the time. (…) I have to teach them a lot 

of specific vocabulary, which they have probable never heard before. The problem is that many have 

never heard it in Catalan or Spanish… and, of course, never in English. This video allows me to 

explain all these key concepts in English and in their language.” 

However, the subject did not include a glossary of technical terms per se, although he believed 

this might be a good idea to improve course materials in the future. 

(40) “Interviewer: And, after watching this video, do you insist on this vocabulary or… give them a list? 

Martí Serra: No, I do not give them a glossary of terms. But this is an idea that has sometimes been 

considered… it may be a good idea to do so.” 

Similarly to Martí Serra, Beatriu did not use glossaries in her lessons, but she commented on 

the potential benefits of these in order to help students improve content understanding. 

(41) “Beatriu Ferrater: I believe that, in both of my subjects, it is going to be very useful to elaborate a 

glossary of the subject’s main concepts. And, as we move on, we may be able to construct some 

knowledge with these concepts.” 

Beatriu had also detected that one particular exam, in one of her groups, had received lower 

grades than she expected. She stated that a glossary could help students reinforce some of 

the concepts assessed in that exam.  

(42) “Beatriu Ferrater: One of this year’s exams have been a wit weak [as far as grades were concerned] 

and in this case I believe there may have been some problems regarding content comprehension. (…) 

Next year I may include a glossary, or some other resource, to reinforce some specific concepts.” 

Miriam Adela also stressed the importance of learning precise theoretical concepts and key 

technical terms in English. Contrary to the rest of interviewees, she did include a glossary of 

terms as a tool to teach these. 

(43) “Miriam Adela: I give them a glossary (…) with all the key concepts, in all languages [Spanish, 

Catalan, and English] and with a definition in English, so they can get a better general idea.” 
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(44) “Miriam Adela: Regarding technical concepts… I insist a lot on the importance of learning all the 

key concepts, and naming all the different [psychological] theories properly. I look at this as [part of 

the course’s] content. (…) Furthermore, psychologists cannot get confused with these concepts. (…) 

Interviewer: So… are you then making an equivalence between concept and term in this case? 

Miriam Adela: Yes. (…) All they key terms… every theory and author has its own key terms.” 

4.3.3 Further effects of EMI 

Regarding EMI content presentation, an interesting feature interviewees commented on was 

the rate in which they were able to cover course contents. Miriam Adela had perceived that 

when she taught in English she presented content more slowly, revised more often, made 

some summaries, and checked for learners’ comprehension on a regular basis. 

(45) “Miriam Adela: You cover less content. You invest more time making sure they understand, you 

speak more slowly, you explain it again… you deliver less content in this way. 

Interviewer: Why do you speak more slowly? 

Miriam Adela: To check their understanding. I stop, ask them questions… I may explain it again, 

or make a summary in their language. You spend more time in this way” 

Similarly, Martí Serra had two EMI groups: one with higher EFL skills and another with EFL 

mixed abilities and even with total beginners. As described in previous sections, when he 

assessed that one group had the adequate English skills, he stopped making L1 summaries 

as he considered them a “waste of time” (see quote 37 on page 30). This could indicate a 

connection between learners’ EFL level and the necessary time to comprehend contents. 

Another insight that Beatriu commented on was note taking in English. She believed EMI 

students would take more time taking notes. She had also had the same experience as a 

student when she heard lectures in English, and also when attending foreign conferences. 

(46) “Beatriu Ferrater: Some students have had to make an effort at times. 

Interviewer: And what does this effort imply? 

Beatriu Ferrater: Study more hours… taking notes in a different way… 

Interviewer:  In a different way? In what way? 

Beatriu Ferrater: For example… when I attend conferences, if one of the presentations is in Catalan 

or in Spanish, my retentive skills are higher than if the speech is in English. If it is in English, in 

my case, I need to write down more concepts. If it is in Spanish or Catalan, I only need to note some 

key words, but if it is in English I may need to elaborate these a bit more.”  
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Beatriu also assessed that students with weaker English would probably have to spend more 

time to learn course contents. She had also heard some comments by her students confirming 

this belief. This might connect learners’ EFL level with the necessary amount of study time. 

(47) “Some feedback I received after their first exam was that they had spent more hours at home, as all 

materials were in English. They told me that it was not the same to study content in their own 

language than studying it in English.” 

Having described the lecturers’ opinions regarding content presentation, the next section will 

now examine their views as far as learners’ content comprehension was concerned, in 

connection with their students’ EFL proficiency level.  

4.4 Content comprehension and adequacy of language skills 

The previous section gives an account of the lecturers’ views regarding content presentation, 

and it describes a continuum of use of languages in EMI. This continuum seems to be related 

with students’ EFL level of proficiency and with the ability to comprehend content presented 

through English. Therefore, a similar continuum was also identified regarding learners’ 

content comprehension skills. 

Beatriu Ferrater claimed to be able to present her course only in English. When asked about 

her students’ comprehension skills, she replied that there were some differences among her 

groups, although all students were able to understand course contents and produce their 

assignments in English. The strongest of these groups, as far as English was concerned, was 

her group of Tourism students in the elective subject Passenger Transport Companies. 

(48) “The students in this group do not have many problems [to understand the course’s content]. They 

are fourth year students and, if we compare them with Business Administration students, Tourism 

students have a better English level.” 

In the two subjects she taught for the Business Administration degree - Passenger Transport 

Companies and Strategic Marketing - her students’ English was a bit weaker, although all of them 

could do their tasks in English. Codeswitching was generally unnecessary.  

(49) “All students try to do all in English. Tests, exams, assignments and speaking presentations.” 

However, Business Administration students’ weaker English made it more difficult for some 

to understand the contents. In the Strategic Marketing subject she perceived that half of them 

had to make a bigger effort, even though the other half were doing well.  
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(50) “Tourism students have a better level of English (…) but Business Administration students find it 

a bit more difficult. However, the fact that they enrol in an optional subject in English shows an 

interest in this direction, as they could choose other subjects which are not in English. They find it a 

bit more difficult as far as comprehension is concerned, but not because they different backgrounds 

regarding content knowledge.” 

 

(51) “Half of the Strategic Marketing students did very well, but half of them had to do a bit more effort: 

perhaps studying for more hours, or taking notes in a different way.” 

Beatriu believed that these EFL differences were not major and not impeding. 

(52) “One may perceive some level differences, but they are not very big. (…) As far as English is 

concerned, in my subjects, you can see some differences… but they are certainly not impeding.” 

At the other end of this continuum, Miriam Adela was very clear when she described one of 

her groups as having low EFL skills and not being able to interact with her in English, nor 

properly do spoken or written assignments in English. This group has already been described 

in section 4.1, while examining the compulsory vs. elective EMI dichotomy. This group with 

EFL mixed abilities was comprised by first-year students enrolled in a compulsory course. 

And, in section 4.2 – regarding content presentation and the use of languages continuum – 

it was situated at one end of the continuum too, in which language flexibility or translanguaging 

was necessary from the lecturer’s point of view (see quote 16 on page 25). 

She perceived EMI lessons as a good way of stressing the importance of English in higher 

education, especially regarding students’ future careers. But she did not believe these learners 

were prepared to go through an English-only policy. 

 

(53) “Interviewer: What impact do you think teaching through English has on students’ content learning? 

Miriam Adela: On the one hand, I think it helps them because, in this way, they get accustomed to 

reading articles in English (…) as many technical terms do not have an exact translation into 

Spanish. (…) On the other hand, you cover less content. It takes longer to make sure they 

understand, you speak more slowly, you explain it again… you deliver less content in this way.” 

(54) “Interviewer: What would you do if a student said “I do not want to learn in English, because I 

am here to study Psychology and not to study Psychology through English”? 
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Miriam Adela: I think I would tell him or her that if he wants to study Psychology he or she needs 

to know English. (…) If he or she wants to be a good professional, he or she is going to need English. 

Whether we like it or not, it is research’s international lingua franca.” 

However, and as described in previous sections, Miriam lectured two EMI subjects. Her 

Learning and Personality Development subject, offered in a Primary Education bilingual program, 

had learners with higher EFL levels of proficiency and would be taught in English with very 

little codeswitching. 

(55) “I do not have any problems with students enrolled in the [Primary Education degree] bilingual 

program. They follow the lectures. It is very different with my Psychology students, firstly because they 

are first-year students, and secondly because they do not take any [EFL entry level] test. Students 

from these two subjects have very different profiles.” 

As described in section 4.1, these bilingual program students were very well prepared from 

the teacher’s point of view, and would follow the lectures in English satisfactorily (see quote 

6 on page 21). 

Between these two ends, Martí Serra claimed that he had perceived a big imbalance among 

his students’ EFL levels of proficiency. To him, this imbalance was troublesome.  

(56) “There is a very big imbalance. “Imbalance” is probably the right word to describe it. People who 

are at a high level get bored, as I see it. And people who do not speak English either do not come, 

or appear to be doing nothing in class. And there is also an average, middle-level, who more or less 

get by. I even feel sorry at times. This year I have in my class three or four people who clearly have a 

very good knowledge of English, and I see they are getting bored.” 

Some of the students in this group even claimed to have a total beginner EFL level (see quote 

5 on page 21). However, Martí detected a big EFL level difference regarding his other group, 

comprised by students of the Law & Business joint degree. As described in previous sections, 

they seemed to have higher English proficiency level, and he therefore decided not to include 

L1 summaries (see quote 37 on page 30). 

Having described teachers’ perceptions regarding students’ English skills, it is interesting to 

notice that a similar spectrum matching use of languages and EFL mixed abilities was 

identified: students with higher EFL level did not require teachers to switch to their L1, and 

learners with weaker English required lecturers to change their language in order to ensure 

content was communicated and understood. 
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4.5 Content-learning assessment 

This final section will describe lecturers’ comments regarding EMI assessment. In particular, 

it will cover the differences between content learning and language performance assessment, 

and how the first was prioritized over the second. Some views regarding test-type and essay-

question exams will also be addressed. 

4.5.1 Content-learning assessment vs. language assessment 

All interviewees agreed on the fact that they had prioritized content learning assessment over 

language performance assessment. On the one hand, Miriam Adela specifically mentioned 

her objective was that her students’ learned the course’s contents above all, independently of 

how high or low their EFL skills were. 

(57) ”My objective is for them to learn [the course’s] content. If I ask them to do it all in English and 

they find it very difficult… [Explaining why she applied a translanguaging policy in class]” 

Although she did have as an objective to promote the use of the English language, content 

learning was her primary aim. Therefore, she did not penalize language mistakes, although 

she would give qualitative feedback on these. 

(58) “Interviewer: Is language learning an aim of yours? 

Miriam Adela: My main objective is for them to learn [the course’s] content. I encourage the use of 

English, and I expect them to learn [English] a little… but I do not correct English spelling. I 

mark [their mistakes] on their assignments, but I do not penalize these on their grades. They receive 

some qualitative feedback, for them to know [the mistakes] but they are not included in their grades.” 

As mentioned in previous sections, another fundamental reason for not penalizing language 

mistakes were the different English levels present in one of her groups. This was a crucial 

reason, as EFL mixed abilities were present in the class. She would not deem it fair for some 

people to get higher marks because they had a higher EFL level, and for others to get worse 

grades for the opposite reasons. 

(59) “Interviewer: Then… you do not penalize language mistakes at any time, is that right? 

Miriam Adela: No, I do not. They have very different [EFL] levels [of proficiency]. It would not 

be fair that a person with a very low level of English had to submit all his assignments in English… 

and then another person with a higher [EFL proficiency] level would find the same work easier to 

do… I do not think this would be fair.” 
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Martí Serra explained that he did not feel qualified enough to assess language performance 

quantitatively. He had assessed language errors in other courses he had taught in Catalan, but 

in his EMI subjects students were not penalized because of English mistakes.  

(60) “Interviewer: Do you penalize mistakes in the subjects you teach in Catalan? 

Martí Serra: I might not insist so much on spelling mistakes, but if sentences are badly written, they 

may lose up to one point [out of ten]. If I see the sentence cannot be understood I will tell them. (…) 

Interviewer: Could you recall any examples of this? What do you mean by “badly written”? 

Martí Serra: I mean… when [the student] does not know how to communicate legal reasoning. (…) 

The student has to know how to communicate this… and use the right sentences. (…) These are 

some competencies that students, when they reach university, should have. (…) 

Interviewer: And in English… you believe that [this policy] would not be possible, don’t you? 

Martí Serra: It would be a problem in English. The first problem would be that I might not be able 

to detect all their mistakes. And, the second problem… I mean, in view of the assignments they 

submit… many of them are copied from “google translator”, about 60% or 70% of them.” 

Beatriu made similar claims. She did not see herself as an English language teacher. She 

would assess students’ content learning and not offer language performance feedback, unless 

mistakes were very basic.  

(61) Interviewer: Regarding oral presentation, do you assess content learning and language performance? 

Or only content learning? 

Beatriu Ferrater: I mostly assess these as far as content is concerned. I am not an English [EFL] 

teacher. And I make mistakes as well. I there is one [mistake] which is very obvious, then I do, but 

otherwise… I will not interfere much. I will assess that [the course’s] content has been understood.” 

As described in previous sections, all teachers agreed that content learning was prioritized 

over language learning. The final sub-section will describe the professors’ views regarding 

different types of written exams. 

4.5.2 Written exams: test-type vs. essay-type questions 

Professors were also asked about the relationship between content learning assessment and 

types of exams, especially regarding test-type and essay-type exams. Interviewees agreed on 

that students at low EFL levels would have problems communicating both in a spoken and 

a written way. Therefore, it would be possible that weaker English speakers might find test-

type exams easier to take than essay-type exams. 
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If we recall the use of languages and EFL mixed abilities continua described in previous 

sections, one of Miriam Adela’s groups – Human Development in Social and Educational Contexts, 

offered in Psychology’s first year – was located at one end of both continua (see sections 4.3 

and 4.4). Many of her students would probably not be able to write an essay-type exam in 

English. Accordingly, this subject’s exam included two parts: half of it was a test in English, 

but the other half was an essay question written in a bilingual Spanish/English format. 

Students could choose the language they preferred to use. 

(62) “Interviewer: Do you ask them to take a final exam? Do they have to take a test? 

Miriam Adela: Half of the exam is test type… and they also have to answer an essay-type question. 

This essay-type question is in bilingual format: they have the same question in Spanish and in 

English… so that they do not have problems, if they have studied in one language or the other. (…) 

And they may answer this question in the language they prefer. 

Interviewer: And the test-type questions… are these in English? 

Miriam Adela: Yes, these are in English.”  

She included test type and essay type of questions in order to assess different skills: essays 

would require students to practice critical thinking and synthesis skills, whereas test questions 

would request them to reproduce learnt content.  

(63) “Interviewer: Is there any particular reason why you include test-type questions in the exam? 

Miriam Adela: Test-type questions aim at assessing reproduction [of learnt content] skills, while the 

essay-type question assesses other skills, such as critical thinking, synthesis… so, in order to assess 

all these skills, I combine test-type questions with an essay-type question.” 

As described in previous sections, Miriam Adela’s group of students enrolled in the Primary 

Education bilingual program seemed to have a higher level of English proficiency. However, 

these students did not have to pass any written exam, as Miriam’s module was a practical one 

and they were asked to submit periodic assignments instead. 

Somewhere in between these use of languages and mixed abilities continua, Martí Serra’s 

Comparative International Law subject was placed. Martí claimed that his exam consisted of test-

type questions, even though he was not in favour of this kind of exams. He believed that 

writing was an extremely important skill for Law students, although doing so in a group with 

learners at low EFL skills – such as these first year Law students - would be troublesome. 
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(64) “Martí Serra: In view of how the subject is organized at this moment, perhaps writing is not such a 

necessary competence. But that is because of how the subject is right now… because writing is a very 

important competence. (…) At this moment, the exams are test-type, even though I am not very 

much in favour of these types of exams. In fact, in the other subject I teach [in Catalan], the exams 

ask [students] to write, and to write a lot. (…) I believe that a person who will have to work in 

Law, (…) he or she must know to read perfectly and write perfectly. 

Interviewer: Therefore communicate… communicate in a written way. 

Martí Serra: Yes. This is very important. However, this particular competence, in this [EMI] 

subject… I believe it is a very, very serious problem. Or, if we wanted [the learners] to achieve it, it 

would be a serious problem. I even find it very difficult (…) in my subject in Catalan and Spanish… 

I find it difficult [to achieve] that students write comprehensively [in their L1].” 

Finally, Beatriu included different types of questions in her exams. The written exams of one 

of her subjects, Passenger Transport Companies, included essay-type and test-type questions.  

(65) “In this subject, the elective subject, their first and second exams have identical structure: There are 

short questions, some test-type questions, and an essay-type question. There is a bit of everything for 

everybody. There may be someone who is very good at writing but is not so good at the test… I think 

the exam is a bit more balanced in this way.”  

Test-type questions assessed content learning exclusively. Essay-type questions assessed 

other skills, such as the ability to reproduce the subjects’ longer procedures and processes. 

(66) “Interviewer: What do you assess in your test-type questions? 

Beatriu Ferrater: Content [learning], I assess content [learning]. 

Interviewer: Content, having learnt or acquired this content. 

Beatriu Ferrater: Exactly. For example: “An airline companies alliance is A, B or C”. 

Interviewer: [You assess] whether the concept has been properly understood… 

Beatriu Ferrater: Yes, whether the concept has been understood. And with short questions… I will 

ask them to explain a particular procedure, for example.”  

As described in previous sections, Beatriu’s students were able to do all their written work in 

English. However, the lecturer insisted on the importance of properly communicating learnt 

content. She was therefore a bit flexible in written exams, and students would be allowed to 

write key words or sentences in their L1, if they were not sure they were expressing some 

concepts properly. These considerations led to the conclusion that the distinction between 

content comprehension or communication and language performance was not at all clear. 
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(67) “Beatriu Ferrater: I mostly assess these as far as content is concerned. I am not an English [EFL] 

teacher. (…) I will not interfere much. I will assess that [the course’s] content has been understood. 

Interviewer: You do not focus on language performance, you focus on content learning. 

Beatriu: Exactly. [I focus on] content being understood.  

Interviewer: And… if, at one point, content description implies the writing of two or three sentences, 

and this chain of concepts is not clear enough… 

Beatriu Ferrater: Then, I ask them to repeat it in a different way. (…) The message they want to 

communicate must be clear. [If it is not clear] they should find a way to make it clear. In English, 

or even in another language. (…) They must make sure the content they want to deliver is delivered. 

Interviewer: Therefore… the distinction between language and content is not so clear. 

Beatriu Ferrater: No, it is not so clear.” 

In her other EMI subject - Strategic Marketing - Beatriu’s first written exam (there were two 

exams) was first designed with test-type questions. These were changed to essay type, as the 

first tests had been repeated too much over the years and the subject coordinators felt it was 

time for a change. However, changing from test-type to essay-type questions had an effect 

on students’ performance. The lecturer considered that students would need to reinforce 

their essay-writing skills, and that she would prepare some activities before future exams in 

order to strengthen these.  

(68) “Interviewer: And this exam… is it test like? 

Beatriu Ferrater: Last year it was test like, but this year we changed it to short questions. (…) 

Interviewer: And why did you change it? 

Beatriu Ferrater: The questions had been repeated too much… we felt it was time for a change. 

Interviewer: And didn’t you suggest… perhaps… that instead of practicing reading comprehension 

with true/false test type … maybe to ask them to write, with this short-question-based exam? 

Beatriu Ferrater: Yes… but, actually, this was a bit of a mistake (…) as we did not practice these 

enough in class. (…) We did some practice… but not as much as we practice for the final exam, 

because we practice cases a lot in class. And we also practice oral presentations a lot (…) in order 

to avoid that the final oral presentation is the first they do in class.”  

 

Having presented each of the recurrent topics that emerged in the interviews, the next section 

will discuss all these findings in connection with the data presented in this study’s theoretical 

framework. 
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5  Discussion 

The aim of this study is to research EMI’s impact on learners’ content comprehension and 

learning. According to the emerging topics described in the previous section, combined with 

information collected for this study’s theoretical framework, the impact of EMI on content 

comprehension and content learning can be approached from five different dimensions, 

which are presented next.  

The first of these dimensions points at the importance of learners’ EFL level of proficiency 

regarding lecturers’ content presentation and students’ content understanding. All teachers 

agreed that their students’ EFL level of proficiency was a crucial factor on the way they 

presented their course’s content, and also as far as course activities design, assignments, and 

tests were concerned. The reason behind this was, according to the lecturers, that content 

comprehension and learning was prioritized over language learning, as claimed by Greere & 

Räsänen (2008), Francomaro (2011), Cots (2013) or Airey (2016). However, all lecturers 

agreed that no EFL proficiency level tests had ever been implemented with their students. 

All teachers claimed, to some extent or another, that level tests were an interesting tool to 

consider, as results could yield more information on the learners’ EFL level right from the 

start of the course. Inadequate language skills are indicated as a challenge in EMI by Smith 

(2004) cited in Coleman (2006), and by Doiz et al. (2013). Cots (2013) also claims that many 

EMI instructors consider the shift from L1 to EMI as a mere language of instruction change, 

but not as a change in teaching methodology, as they see their communicative competence 

as imperfect and usually lack training in language teaching. And, if EMI simply implies a 

change in the language of instruction, a minimum EFL proficiency level may have to be set 

as an entry level. Martí Serra assessed this minimum somewhere between the CEFRL B1 and 

B2, although the reason why this was the ideal minimum level was left unelaborated by the 

Law lecturer. On this regard, research by Dafouz et al. (2014; 2016) is relevant, as it analyses 

the learning through English of students who were asked to certify a B2 level or higher before 

taking an EMI course. This research found no significant differences between EMI and non-

EMI groups regarding content learning. Another model that takes into account learners’ EFL 

level of proficiency is Macaro et al. (2018) cited in Rose & Galloway (2019), which identifies 

three EMI models: (i) the preparatory, (ii) the institutional support, and (iii) the pre-institutional 

selection models. It is interesting how all these take into account learners’ EFL level, whether 

this is with EAP/ESP courses support (first and second models), or by including minimal 

language support but requiring a language proficiency benchmark to learners in the third 
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model. On the contrary, if compulsory EMI subjects are to be taught to EFL mixed-abilities 

groups, pedagogical strategies may have to be implemented to ensure content 

comprehension and learning, such as L1 summaries and some degree of translanguaging.  

A closely related factor regarding students EFL proficiency level – and ultimately their ability 

to comprehend content – is the compulsory vs. elective EMI dichotomy. Elective or English-

optional EMI subjects seemed to be enrolled by students with higher EFL levels, or at least 

not by learners with little or total beginner English skills. However, compulsory EMI subjects 

were comprised by groups with EFL mixed abilities, and strategies on content presentation 

and learning assessment had to be devised as a consequence. These considerations regarding 

the compulsory vs. elective EMI dichotomy and learners EFL level of proficiency are 

graphically represented as a continuum in Figure 3: 

 

COMPULSORY VS. ELECTIVE EMI AND LEARNERS’ EFL PROFICIENCY LEVEL  

Elective vs. compulsory EMI 

Compulsory EMI  Elective/English-optional EMI 

   

Lower EFL proficiency Mixed abilities in English Higher EFL proficiency 

Learners’ EFL proficiency level 
 

Figure 3: Compulsory vs. elective EMI and learners’ EFL proficiency level continuum 

The second dimension of the impact of EMI on content comprehension and learning is that 

as far as content presentation is concerned, lecturers resorted to students’ L1 in order to 

ensure content comprehension, and did so whenever they perceived that students did not 

understand their lectures in English. The amount of code-switching was related to students’ 

apparent EFL proficiency level and comprehension skills; and lecturers paid attention to 

students’ body language, spoken fluency, and feedback in and out of the class in order to 

determine their comprehension skills. As the lecturers’ groups were very different to each 

other, the amount of codeswitching was very divergent as well.  

A use of languages continuum (see Figure 4) was identified: at one end of this continuum, 

Beatriu Ferrater implemented an English-only use of language in both of her EMI groups 

with very little codeswitching, if any. At the other end of this continuum, Miriam Adela’s 

Human Development in Social and Educational Contexts subject’s use of languages was based on 

translanguaging, and encouraged using three languages – English, Spanish and Catalan – at 
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any time in order to ensure comprehension. Somewhere in-between, Martí Serra included 

some L1 content summaries in his first-year Law lectures for identical reasons. Miriam Adela 

and Martí Serra also taught EMI-format courses with other groups, such as Law and Business 

joint degree students and Primary Education’s bilingual program learners. These groups were 

comprised by students with a higher EFL proficiency, and their use of languages would be 

located at the right end of this continuum, as lecturers were able to teach mostly in English 

with very little codeswitching. 

 

USE OF LANGUAGES CONTINUUM 

Use of languages 

Multilingual environment Mostly English, some L1 English-only 

   

Translanguaging L1 content summaries Little codeswitching 

Content presentation and communication  strategies 
 

Figure 4: Use of  languages and communication strategies continuum 

 

This use of languages continuum regarding content presentation is connected with Martín 

(2013) who refers to the diversity and heterogeneity of EMI programs. But more specifically, 

it may be connected with the idea that EMI prioritizes content learning over language 

performance (Airey, 2016; Cots, 2013; Francomaro, 2011; Greere & Räsänen, 2008). This 

need of disciplinary content communication regardless of the language of instruction is the 

reason behind this use of languages continuum, ranging from very little L1 use to a 

multilingual environment based on translanguaging. This use of languages continuum may 

also be connected with Airey’s (2016: 73) language and content continuum of approaches in 

higher education (see Figure 2). Courses with only content learning outcomes are at one end, 

while courses with only language learning outcomes are at the other. It is possible that 

lecturers’ who teach EMI in EFL mixed-abilities groups move towards a CLIL approach 

when implementing strategies to ensure learners’ content understanding, as the language of 

instruction is not well-known by students and it therefore has to be taught in one way or 

another. However, if learners have higher comprehension skills, lecturers’ EMI approach can 

consist on a mere language of instruction change, while focusing exclusively on content 

presentation and content learning assessment. This would coincide with Francomaro’s view 

that “while CLIL is a dual focused process, aiming to overtly develop both language and content knowledge, 

EMI focuses mainly on subject learning” (2011: 34). 
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A third dimension is that these continua of use of languages and content vs. language learning 

are closely related with students’ EFL proficiency level and to EFL mixed abilities present in 

class. When students are at higher proficiency levels, content in English is understood more 

easily. If students are at lower proficiency levels, or groups are comprised by learners with 

EFL mixed abilities, learners will have more difficulties in comprehending course contents 

and teachers will have more difficulties to present these in English, and may resort to their 

learners’ L1 - or to any other teaching strategy – in order to ensure content comprehension 

and learning. Similarly, students will resort to their L1 when reporting learnt content in 

spoken presentations, written assignments, exams, or intervening in lectures. This idea is 

graphically represented as a continuum in Figure 5: 

 

USE OF LANGUAGES AND LEARNERS’ EFL PROFICIENCY LEVEL CONTINUUM 

Use of languages 

Multilingual environment Mostly English, some L1 English-only 

   

Lower EFL proficiency Mixed abilities in English Higher EFL proficiency 

Learners’ EFL proficiency level 
 

Figure 5: Use of  languages and learners’ EFL proficiency level continuum 

The fourth dimension to consider is that EMI content presentation and students’ content 

understanding and learning may take more time when learners are at lower levels of EFL 

proficiency or when EFL mixed abilities are present in class. Some lecturers claimed to cover 

course contents more slowly as they repeated more often, checked for understanding, or 

summarized in their learners’ L1. Martí Serra taught the same subjects with groups at 

different EFL proficiency levels, and decided not to “waste time” with L1 content summaries 

when students had higher English skills. Beatriu Ferrater also believed that students at lower 

levels of proficiency would have to invest more study time in order to understand and learn 

content, as well as would probably take notes more carefully. Feedback she received by some 

of her students confirmed these beliefs. These viewpoints could be connected with Vinke’s 

(1995) research, which claims that EMI lecturers reduce their speech rate, and with Airey’s 

(2011) study, which describes learners’ difficulties in taking notes while listening. Hellekjaer 

(2010) also suggests that students’ listening comprehension is lower for EMI learners than 

L1 learners. Similarly, Shaw & McMillion (2008) cited in Airey (2011) claim that Swedish 

students read an English biology textbook as well as British students when extra time is given.  
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The fifth dimension of the impact of EMI on learners’ content comprehension and learning 

is related to students’ performance in assignments and exams. As stated before, there is still 

a dearth of research regarding content learning in EMI (Airey, 2016; Dafouz et al., 2014; Doiz 

et al., 2013; Macaro, 2018), and the reasons for this lack of studies may be the difficulty to set 

up interdisciplinary research groups that go beyond language issues, as well as accessing to 

confidential students’ grades and the non-existence of standardised exams that allow for a 

comparative analysis (Dafouz et al., 2014). Further research in this direction would be 

required, as the few studies that do investigate students’ performance in exams offer 

contradictory results. Some encouraging studies conclude that there is no significant 

difference as far as learners’ performance in exams is concerned when EMI and non-EMI 

courses are compared (Dafouz et al., 2014; Dafouz & Camacho, 2016; Escobar et al., 2018). 

As previously described, two of these studies – Dafouz et al. (2014) and Dafouz & Camacho 

(2016) – analysed the performance of learners who had been asked to certify a B2 CEFRL 

level of English. And the research by Escobar et al. (2018) focused on EMI courses which 

were English-optional – as the Primary Education Degree that was analysed was offered in 

EMI and non-EMI formats. If elective and English-optional EMI courses are often enrolled 

by learners at higher levels of English proficiency, it is possible that this minimum EFL level 

allows learners to perform as well as peers who take the same course in their own language. 

Lecturers interviewed agreed that students understood and learnt courses’ contents better 

when they were at higher levels of English proficiency, and that students at lower levels had 

more problems comprehending and learning course contents through English. However, 

other studies offer discrepant results, such as Yip, Tsang & Cheung (2003), Barton and 

Neville-Barton (2003; 2004) and Neville-Barton & Barton (2005), cited in Airey (2016). These 

concluded that learners performed more poorly in exams when these were done through 

English than when they were done through their own L1. 

All the elements of these dimensions are graphically represented in a single continuum in 

Figure 6, including learners’ EFL proficiency level, the elective vs compulsory dichotomy, 

use of languages in EMI, content presentation and communication strategies, and learners’ 

content comprehension and learning difficulties. According to the data presented in this 

study’s theoretical framework, learners’ performance in exams could also be set at each end 

of this continuum. However, further research on this direction would be advisable. 
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DIMENSIONS OF THE IMPACT OF EMI 

ON LEARNERS’ CONTENT COMPREHENSION AND LEARNING 

More comprehension  

and learning difficulties  

 

Fewer comprehension  

and learning difficulties 

 
 

Learners at lower EFL proficiency 

Compulsory EMI subjects 

Multilingual environment 

Translanguaging practices  

Learners at higher EFL proficiency 

Elective/English-optional EMI 

English-only language use 

Little codeswitching 

 

 

Figure 6: Dimensions of the impact of EMI on learners’ content comprehension and learning continuum 
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6 Conclusions  

This research offers a qualitative analysis on how three EMI teachers elaborate their 

viewpoints regarding the impact of English-medium instruction on students’ content 

comprehension and learning. One of this study’s strengths is that it offers a qualitative 

research approach on a very specific feature of EMI in which there is still a dearth of studies, 

and which may help to shed some light on this crucial issue, as content learning in EMI takes 

precedence over language learning. This qualitative approach could complement the body of 

quantitative research presented in this study’s theoretical framework.  

One of this research’s main conclusions is that learners’ EFL level of proficiency is a factor 

that improves or diminishes their ability to comprehend course contents, and which may 

have an ultimate effect on their content learning. A pedagogical implication of this is that 

English placement tests, taken prior to the beginning of the course, could yield relevant 

information on learners’ EFL level and also on mixed abilities present in some EMI groups. 

This data could be helpful for lecturers to employ teaching strategies that aim at enhancing 

learners’ content comprehension and learning.  

A second conclusion of this research is how elective or English-optional EMI courses are 

often enrolled by learners at higher EFL proficiency levels, thus allowing for better content 

understanding and learning. Promoting these types of elective and English-optional courses 

would be advisable if EMI programs are to be developed in higher education institutions in 

which some students are at low levels of EFL proficiency.  

Regarding compulsory EMI subjects, especially when shifting from L1 to English-medium 

instruction merely implies a change in language of instruction, a pedagogical implication 

could be to suggest a minimum EFL level of proficiency to students prior to taking EMI 

courses in order to ensure content comprehension and learning through English. Some 

studies such as Dafouz et al. (2014) and Dafouz & Camacho (2016) detect no significant 

differences regarding content learning between EMI and non-EMI groups when EMI 

learners are at the B2 CEFRL level of English.  

However, asking for a minimum EFL proficiency level could be discriminatory for students 

at lower EFL levels. On this regard, Macaro et al. (2018) cited in Rose & Galloway (2019) 

identify three EMI models, two of which (the preparatory and institutional support models) 

include support from EAP courses in order to prepare students with lower EFL levels who 

are to take content courses through English. The third of these models (the pre-institutional 
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selection model) includes minimal language support, but in favour of language proficiency 

benchmarks. Future research could also be aimed at investigating this ideal minimum EFL 

proficiency level, in which students are able to go through EMI courses with little or no 

language support. 

This study also concludes that students and lecturers may resort to their L1 in order to ensure 

content understanding whenever impeding comprehension issues arise. Further investigation 

could be directed at researching effective teaching strategies to be implemented when EFL 

mixed abilities are present in EMI groups, as well as towards the effectiveness of L1 use 

when EMI learners are at lower EFL proficiency levels. Another interesting dimension to 

which further research could be devoted to is whether EMI teachers actually move towards 

a CLIL approach when facing content communication issues with learners at lower levels of 

EFL proficiency.  

Regarding the limitations of this study, the first of these is that it focuses exclusively on the 

lecturers’ viewpoints on the impact of EMI on learners’ content comprehension and learning. 

Interviewing EMI students would be the necessary next step in order to balance this research, 

thus incorporating another fundamental perspective on this issue. Another way to balance 

this study would be to include quantitative data derived from EMI learners’ grades and to 

compare this with control non-EMI groups. A combination of qualitative and quantitative 

data could lead to more comprehensive results regarding EMI’s impact on students’ content 

understanding and learning.  

Another limitation of this research is that it is based on the experiences of a small group of 

EMI lecturers who teach through English in the same higher education institution. More 

reliable results could be obtained by including larger groups of EMI lecturers and students, 

and by incorporating as well other higher education institutions which could be studied over 

a more extended period of time. These longer and deeper examinations could provide a more 

holistic perspective on the impact of EMI on learners’ content comprehension and learning. 
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8  Appendix   

8.1 Interview question lists  

First interview 

1. (Do you teach the class in English only? Why? Do you make your own decisions regarding 

the languages you speak in class? 

2. Do you have to make an effort in order to deliver the course’s content in English? 

3. What impact do you think EMI has on students’ content comprehension and learning? 

4. Do you think students have to make great effort to follow the subject in English? 

5. Are there many differences among your students’ language levels? 

6. If  there are, do you address this diversity in any particular way? 

7. Do you think that students with better language skills will find it easier to learn the content? 

8. Do you think that students with weaker language skills will find it more difficult to learn 

the content? 

9. How do you do to make sure students comprehend your lectures’ content? 

10. Do you recall any comments from students regarding content learning? 

11. What languages do students use in class? And in your tests or assignments? 

12. How is the full percentage of  the mark assessed? 

a. What evaluation tests are you planning on doing? 

b. Do you include test-type questions? Why? 

13. What challenges have you observed regarding the preparation of  evaluation tests? 

14. How are the evaluation tests assessed? 

a. Do you assess content learning only or foreign language performance as well? 

b. Do you provide assessment grids and/or self-assessment grids in English? 

15. What challenges have you observed regarding the assessment of  evaluation tests? 

16. Do students take part in spoken activities (exhibitions, debates) on the subject’s contents? 

a. Are they assessed on content learning only or on language performance as well? 

b. Do you provide assessment grids and/or self-assessment in English? 
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Second interview 

1. In what language of  instruction did you receive your education? 

2. In what languages do you write your articles and academic texts? 

3. In what language or languages is your PhD thesis written? 

4. How long have you been teaching EMI courses? 

5. What subjects have you lectured in English and at which universities? 
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8.2 Informed consent forms  
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