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Abstract 

Learner-centered pedagogy remains insufficiently researched in connection with the English medium 
instruction (EMI) and internationalizing higher education. By focusing on primary qualitative studies, this 
research has used a systematic synthesis method to thematically explore university students’ 
perspectives on the obstacles for implementing learner-centered EMI pedagogy in higher education. 
The CASP and COREQ protocols were rigorously and independently used by researchers to appraise 
and synthesize empirical articles, which met the inclusion criteria. The findings are based on insights 
gathered from over 1,700 participants in 20 countries and jurisdictions in which English was not the first 
language for the majority of populations. The synthesis yielded more than forty descriptive themes 
stratified into six large analytical domains, such as meta/linguistic, instructional, meta/cognitive, socio-
cultural, affective, and institutional obstacles. The findings suggest that students in different parts of the 
world face quite similar obstacles in their EMI courses, in that many students associate poor quality of 
learning with their own and lecturers’ inadequate English, and with excessive use of teacher-centered 
pedagogy that fosters limited classroom interaction. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

 

The English medium instruction (EMI) is known as ‘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’ ([1]). EMI is believed to be a ‘growing global phenomenon’ ([2]) as well as 
‘the most significant trend in educational internationalization’ ([3]) ‘that is developing at such a 
remarkable speed that is often beyond the control of policymakers and educational researchers’ ([1]). 
Among all the key stakeholders of EMI in higher education (HE), including lecturers, administrators, and 
students, it is the latter whose perspectives and experiences have been extensively researched with 
their findings informing professional development programmes, pedagogical interventions, and 
institutional planning ([4], [5], [6]). Considering that learner-centered pedagogy is well established within 
HE research ([7], [8], [9]), however, to date, it has not been thoroughly addressed by EMI scholars. 
Researchers exploring EMI learners’ classroom experiences have focused on specific pedagogical 
interventions within specific geographic, disciplinary or institutional contexts ([10], [11]), rather than 
taking a comprehensive approach to exploring what makes EMI classroom learner-centered. 

Along with teacher-oriented EMI studies, learner-focused research has been dominated by large-scale 
quantitative data ([1]). While quantitative data provide numerically more accurate insights into certain 
variables and relationships within EMI, such models often omit micro factors that may be statistically 
insignificant, but contextually important. Qualitative studies, on the other hand, can help lecturers, 
researchers, and administrators to identify what learner-centered pedagogy means to students, and a 
considerable number of such studies has indeed been conducted. These studies are often not given 
deserved attention partly because each has been conducted in a specific setting with a specific sample 
and specific research focus. To gain a more comprehensive view of learner-centered EMI pedagogy, in 
this study our aim is to combine the results of multiple qualitative studies into a synthesis that offers a 



range of meanings, experiences, and opinions of student participants across EMI contexts. The depths, 
scope and rigor of our thematic synthesis compared to a single study could also increase the potential 
to influence EMI policy and inform pedagogical practice ([12]). 

 

2 METHODOLOGY 

The study has adopted the ENTREQ framework (Enhancing Transparency in Reporting the Synthesis 
of Qualitative Research) ([13]). The framework helps researchers to report the stages most commonly 
associated with searching and selecting qualitative research, quality appraisal, and methods for 
synthesizing qualitative findings. Comprehensive searches were carried out in the Web of Science’s 
Core Collection, which included Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), Arts & Humanities Citation Index 
(AHCI), Emerging Sources Citation Index (ESCI), Conference Proceedings Citation Index (CPCI), Book 
Citation Index (BCI), as well as in Scopus, ERIC, and Google Scholar databases. Given the systematic 
scope of the study, researchers have additionally conducted searches in the ProQuest Dissertations 
and Theses database that indexes abstracts and provides full-text access to dissertations and theses. 

Seven criteria were used to guide the literature search, literature selection and quality appraisal. Two 
authors independently screened the titles and abstracts, removed those that did not meet the inclusion 
criteria, and assessed full-text versions of selected studies for eligibility. The comprehensiveness of 
reporting of each primary qualitative study was assessed in two stages. Independent reviewers used 
the CASP Qualitative Studies Checklist ([14]), a set of ten items designed to be answered with 
‘yes’/‘can’t tell’/‘no’ when critically assessing the comprehensiveness of each article. Selected studies 
were subjected to systematic thematic synthesis developed by Thomas and Harden, 2008 ([15]) based 
on the methods and principles from the broader qualitative primary research. 

3 RESULTS 

The included 40 studies included over 1,700 participants from 20 countries and jurisdictions. The 
geographic distribution of all participants in included studies is shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Geographic representation of participants in 40 studies  

The six main analytical domains related to the issues and obstacles faced by students during their 
content learning with EMI were identified. These included meta/linguistic (reported by 35 studies), 
instructional (21 studies), socio-cultural (21 studies), meta/cognitive (19 studies), affective (16 studies), 
and institutional issues (8 studies). 

3.1. Meta/linguistic issues  



First, we explored the themes related to the students’ attitudes toward content learning through EMI. 
Students referred to the practicality of EMI for some content disciplines in at least 10 studies. Among 
them some students expressed concerns and negative feelings ([16], [17], [18], [19]), while in other 
studies, they voiced mixed or positive views regarding the practical utility of EMI for content studying 
([20], [21], [22], [23], [24], [25]). Also, students seem to have divergent perceptions of English in content 
classrooms, especially when it comes to comparisons among international and home students ([26], 
[27], [28], [19], [29]). We also examined a group of themes related to students’ and lecturer’s English 
proficiency, strategies used, and their effects on learning. For both home and international students in 
at least 12 studies concerns stemmed from adapting to bilingual academic environment in which 
students had students’ low English proficiency. Students believed that their inadequate English was one 
of the leading causes of poor content comprehension ([30], [31], [16], [22], [32]). 

The participants in 10 studies believed that the lecturers’ low English proficiency was another major 
hurdle for content comprehension ([20], [22], [33], [25]), and it prevented course instruction ‘in a deeper 
way’, and jeopardized class facilitation and engagement ([22], [33]). Another related theme pointed to 
lecturers' non-standard language functions. Students referred to their inability to understand lectures 
due to lecturers’ English pronunciation, intonation, accent, or dialect ([20], [28], [34], [35], [36]) which 
‘created difficulty in comprehension and caused the loss of concentration after 15 minutes of listening’ 
([28]). About 12 studies have systematically addressed extensive code-switching which refers to the 
alternation between languages in a specific communicative episode in an EMI classroom, like an oral 
presentation or responding to lecturer’s question ([37]). Finally, we explored themes related to specific 
problems in an EMI classroom that exposed students’ problems and necessitated student-centered 
interventions. Students in nearly half of the studies had encountered problems with speaking and oral 
presentation in English which affected their learning in various ways. The data specifically highlighted 
problems related to the lack of skills to ‘speak in English in class’ ([38], [30], [18], [22]), participation in 
discussions ([38], [30], [20], [27], [39]), answering questions in English ([40], [22]), pronunciation and 
peers’ reactions ([18]), ‘finding the right word’ ([20]) and memorizing the slides ([35]), ‘producing absurd 
sentences’ ([22]), switching to L1 when unable to express it in English ([27]). At least 11 studies have 
systematically reported instances of students facing problems with EMI lecture comprehension. Namely, 
students experienced difficulty when prioritizing listening and/or taking notes at the same time ([38], 
[22]), with lecturer’s speech rate being too fast ([38], [28]), in addition to learning and revising content 
that required more time, prolonged concentration, and additional energy compared with studying 
courses in students’ native language ([40], [20], [35], [39]).  

3.2. Instructional issues 

This domain included themes related to the students’ views of content lecturers’ competencies and 
instructional strategies used in the EMI classroom. Data extracts from 21 studies (53%) have been 
synthesized into 6 themes. The most prevalent theme within the domain is related to students’ frustration 
with ‘monological’ ([33], [36]), non-interactive lecturing that negatively affected students’ concentration, 
motivation and learning in an EMI classroom ([40], [20], [21], [41], [16], [22], [33], [32], [34]). Along with 
lecturing style, students were also concerned with the assessment issues when attending EMI content 
subjects (10 studies). In some cases, students felt ‘stressful’ that subject learning through EMI ‘might 
have an influence on their final marks because they have difficulties to express themselves in English’ 
([20], [16]) and some suggested that tests and exams should be flexible to allow the use of students’ L1 
([30], [16]). Students also felt that because a typical EMI course brings together students from all kinds 
of linguistic, cultural and educational backgrounds, attending to students' diverse needs and abilities 
when teaching content courses would significantly enhance the learning outcomes ([40], [41], [22], [33], 
[32], [39]). In addition, students in five studies mentioned lecturers’ speaking rate as a double obstacle 
for lecture comprehension ([38], [42], [40], [22], [28]) reported as ‘keeping up with the teacher and the 
topic’. The lack of lecturer’s clarification and corrective feedback was another problem face by students 
in five studies ([43], [17], [42], [28], [44]). 

3.3. Socio-cultural issues 

One of the major recurring themes in this domain were the challenges of communication among home 
and international students. Though this and other following themes may not be directly related to EMI 
pedagogy, they do however significantly impact EMI lecturers’ pedagogic repertoires when 
implementing interactive assignments. Especially, communication breakdowns between these two 
groups were explained by poor or non-standard spoken English ([45], [31], [22]). Another critical issue 
that students brought forward to express their frustration when studying in culturally mixed groups was 
multiple and/or unfamiliar accents ([45], [46], [22], [32], [47], [24]). Another theme that further highlights 



the importance socio-cultural factors was linked to home/international students’ divergent attitudes 
toward class participation ([33], [26], [27], [47], [34]). Finally, one of the important recurring themes within 
the socio-cultural domain was out-of-class learning reported in at least 8 studies ([43], [17], [42], [20], 
[41], [32], [35], [48]). An important aspect of it related to learner autonomy, i.e. the challenges of adapting 
to what students referred to as ‘independent learning culture’ at English-medium universities ([32]). 

 

3.4. Meta/cognitive issues 

Given the complexity of studying content subjects in L2 students in at least 11 studies (28%) have 
pointed to the problem of processing and comprehension of difficult content. Some students suggested 
that the concepts were ‘too overwhelming and difficult’ not only for students to learn ([41]), but even for 
lecturers to teach ([20]). One of the factors that further complicated the processing of new/difficult 
concepts was students’ poor background knowledge or schema building ([38], [40], [20], [49]) especially 
in the fields of STEM, psychology ([38], [40]), and various research methods. Another hurdle related to 
this cognitive domain and reported by students was the lecturers’ extensive use of technical language 
(reported in 7 studies) that were not necessarily English vocabulary. Finally, one emerging theme that 
negatively affected students’ engagement, especially during seminars and discussions, was students’ 
poor rhetorical and critical thinking skills ([49], [32], [44]). Students pointed to the lack of prior training 
for critical and content discussion (e.g., ‘grasping and reflecting on author’s reasoning and proposing 
alternative methods/perspectives’) during lectures, presentations, team projects, and when writing 
essays [49]. 

3.5. Affective issues 

This domain included themes related to students’ social-emotional and motivational responses toward 
EMI. Data from 16 studies (40%) have been synthesized and grouped into 10 descriptive themes. 
Students in at least 6 studies reported their lack of confidence when taking the EMI courses ([43], [40], 
[41], [16], [22], [39]). Although many themes in this domain were closely intertwined, some themes, such 
as fear of losing face ([43], [18], [16], [22], [27]) were even strongly linked to one another. This theme 
covered situations when students were to interact with native English-speaking lecturers ([43], [22]) or 
present/speak in front of the class ([22], [27]) as well as with problems of pronunciation ([18]) and 
perceived overall ability ‘to get through’ the course ([16]). Fear of losing face in the context of 
communication among students with poor English and their native English-speaking lecturers seemed 
to negatively affect the building of teacher-student rapport ([43], [46]). Students expressed their 
frustration ([46], [41], [16], [22], [27], [32]) when they had to follow local cultural norms and refrain from 
disagreeing with faculty ([46]) or were required to attend courses with poor relevance to their academic 
majors ([41], [27]), as well as with poor comprehension of content knowledge in English and when 
collaborating with students ([32]) with lower English proficiency ([16]), and the lectures being too 
‘teacher-centered’ ([32]). 

3.6. Institutional issues 

This domain included themes related to university-wide policies and conditions affecting students’ 
learning in EMI classrooms. Compared to the previous five domains, the institutional needs were less 
evident in students’ responses. Eight studies (20%) in total have referred to these needs, which were 
then synthesized and grouped into 3 themes. Somewhat implicitly students mention ineffective 
curriculum designs and planning in their universities ([41], [27], [39], [36]) that affected the ways how 
EMI classes were conducted, and classroom experiences were affected. Some students stressed that 
compulsory EMI courses did not take into consideration students’ content needs and language levels 
increasing students’ disengagement ([41], [27]). Another theme focused on inadequate self-access 
support ([50], [20], [48], [39]), i.e. the access to facilities and programmes organized by home institutions 
to help students improve their academic English skills. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

The synthesis has confirmed findings of numerous individual studies that many students believe in the 
usefulness of their EMI experiences to gain new content knowledge, enhance their English language 
skills, improve chances of future employment and career growth. But the key barriers for their 
participation could be categorized into six large domains which include teacher-centered pedagogical 
approaches, lecturers’ lack of language awareness, as well students own unpreparedness to effectively 
participate in EMI courses, among many other factors. The findings of this synthesis are consistent with 



previous studies that highlighted the critical role of language and academic skills from both students’ 
and lecturers’ perspectives ([4], [6], [5]) as well as the need for dialogical, interactive and multimodal 
pedagogical approaches in the EMI implementation in higher education ([1], [50], [51], [52]). In addition, 
evidence exists suggesting that lecturer-student and student-student interactions in the EMI context 
indeed transcend linguistic and metacognitive territories ([53], [54], [55], [56]), and may be closely linked 
to other realms, such as socio-cultural and affective ([57], [58], [59], [60], [61], [62], [63]). 

The key strength of this research is the extensive primary qualitative literature search, and it is the first 
study known to the authors employing systematic thematic synthesis methodology to examine students’ 
views and experiences toward EMI. The review process was transparent, systematic, and included 
empirical studies from a variety of academic subjects and geographies. Also, rigorous article eligibility 
criteria allowed for a stronger internal validity. We thoroughly followed the ENTREQ, CASP, PRISMA, 
and COREQ protocols in conducting this synthesis. However, since in this synthesis we did not attempt 
to stratify our findings using various EMI models and typologies (such as different purposes of EMI, 
diverse curriculum models, EMI introduction and access models, etc.) ([64], [1]), the findings of this 
study may not be readily applied to a specific EMI context. As such, future review studies in specific and 
unique contexts may be warranted. Additionally, while the overall findings from this synthesis were 
based on insights gathered from a large sample of 1,772 university and college students in 18 countries 
of the world, the findings from several quantitative articles included in this review were limited by small 
sample sizes ([31], [33], [27], [47]). 
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