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Abstract: English as medium of instruction (EMI) in the tertiary education of Bangladesh receives 

a series of controversies, arguments and counter presentations by the languages experts. With the 

rapid progress of privatization in education of Bangladesh, private universities are seen to use 

English as medium of instruction (EMI) and teachers and students are instructed to follow it 

strictly. Following English in teaching, instruction and regular conversation between teachers and 

students is appreciatory. It marks the merge of education with foreign universities and ensures an 

academic collaboration effectively. Truly saying, adopting English as medium of instruction (EMI) 

for the students of private universities, as majority of students come from Bengali medium, seems 

to be incapacitating and problematic. In this paper, a study will be explored among the students 

of first semester to obtain impressions how they go finding English as medium of instruction (EMI) 

for classroom lecture and other academic spheres. In addition, this paper will demonstrate 

whether teachers feel comfortable or what impressions they receive from students regarding 

English as medium of instruction EMI.         
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Introduction 

Bangladesh has been following three media of education system which are Bengali medium, 

English medium and Madrasah education since its birth as a free nation. Each of the media is not 

identical, so as to say without any controversy, in education pattern and has a striking difference 

with each other. Of three media of education system, a large number of students study in Bengali 

medium education where English is given least priority as medium of instruction. From primary 

education to higher secondary, Bengali is the medium of instruction where teachers and students 
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use it spontaneously. It is worth discussing point that Bangladeshi university education is divided 

into two-one is public university education and another one is private university education. Due to 

constraints of seat capacity in public university, a huge number of students receive higher study 

from private university. Education systems of these two streams are nearly similar, though private 

universities are equipped with modern and information and technology. Since the state cannot 

adopt pragmatic education policy, it goes through a tremendous volatile education planning of 

Bangladesh. Ministries of education around the world are constantly modifying policies, 

estimating central learning chances for learners in order to get success in an increasingly 

demanding world that, especially regarding language education, requires English (British Council, 

2010; Nguyen & White, 2011). Hamid (2010) emphasized on this issue that the paucity of quality 

in English language teaching (ELT) happened because of the inconsistent language policy. 

Wächter and Maiworm (2014) discussed that drastic expansion of English-taught programmes in 

many countries is one of the most prominent higher-education trends where English is not 

considered as native language. Healey (2008) reported that this kind of trend is a result of the 

enhancing globalization of HE and this happens with the emergent status of English because it is 

the world’s academic lingua franca (Galloway and Rose 2015). 

English medium education that is seen in private universities cannot be considered as the only 

ideal of modern education. Each of the educational channel should be considered pragmatically 

whether this method would bring about any positive and pragmatic picture in teaching-learning 

process of Bangladesh. It should be kept in mind that English is not native language of Bangladesh 

for which many students struggle in higher education and they feel a kind of internal inhibition in 

their minds.  So, the abrupt change of medium of language becomes a potential barrier to academic 

success (Hossain, Shamim, Shahana, Habib & Rahman, 2010). 

This paper will focus on the real scenario of the implementation of English as medium of 

instruction (EMI) in private universities of Bangladesh and investigate how students adapt 

themselves abruptly coming from Bengali medium education system. This paper will explore if 

private university teachers face problem to conduct classes fully in English language and they are 

convenient and comfortable while delivering lecture to them. A study was conducted among 

private university students and findings from the study presented the practicality of adopting 

English as medium of instruction (EMI). 
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English as Medium of Instruction (EMI) 

English as medium of instruction (EMI) refers to commonly that educational programs are taught 

in the medium of English in the non-Anglosphere. Teachers and students are required to take part 

in academic activities like conducting classes, attending examinations, circulating notices and 

conversing with each other-in every kind of activity they use English as mandatory medium of 

interaction. English-medium instruction (EMI) programmes, defined as educational programmes 

in which an academic subject is taught through English in non-Anglophone contexts, is becoming 

increasingly commonplace worldwide (Aizawa and Rose, 2018).   

In EMI, teachers and students are found as stakeholders where they maintain expanded application 

of English in every sphere of academic life. Galloway et al. (2017) dealt with that the global trend 

of internalization that happens in Higher Education which has extensively been researched in the 

last 20 years outlining that EMI has omnipresence in Higher Education around the world. Wächter 

and Maiworm (2014) reported that much of the research on EMI has been conducted in Europe 

and it is obvious that significant expansion of EMI degree courses has been well documented. 

In addition to seeing the popular application of EMI in Europe, countries of East Asia are 

promoting the internationalization of Higher Education in their national policies which is in a 

booming manner (Doiz et al. 2011; Rose and Galloway2019). Hu (2004) defined in such a way 

that English-medium instruction (EMI) is a phenomenon in education which has been widening 

rapidly on educational systems around the world. Broadly Macaro (2018, p. 1) discussed EMI in 

the following presentation: 

EMI is the application of English language to teach academic subjects, which are other than 

English language itself, in those countries where the first language of majority of the population 

is not English. Overall it can be summed up that EMI is an educational tide in which English has 

been made a working, operational and comprehensive language for academic purposes. Teachers 

initiate an atmosphere of education and students get involved in learning which entirely focuses 

on medium of communication, sharing and collaboration in English language. 

Review of Literature 

The following statement in terms of EMI has been cited by Nguyen and Hai (2018): 

“EMI is also promoted in the Chinese context as an effective way of overcoming the perceived 

problems of traditional English language teaching in Chinese universities, and its distinct strength 

is seen as the killing of two birds with one stone, that is, achieving both disciplinary learning and 
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English proficiency in the same classroom. Thus, in its guidelines issued to raise the quality of 

undergraduate education, the Chinese Ministry of Education (MOE, 2001).” 

The statement cited above deals with the efficacy of EMI in the Chinese context and to overcome 

all of the set problems concerning teaching English at Chinese universities. In fact the revolution 

of EMI works on meeting up two kinds of challenges firstly disciplinary learning and proficiency 

of English in the same classroom. The adoption of EMI has made an appeal to the scholars of 

language policy and planning in many different countries around the world. In this tide, Asia is 

not contrary to this matter. Many British, American and Australian universities went for 

establishing bilateral relationships with Asian universities in order to moderate and co-teach EMI 

projects in a range of disciplines…..The major objectives are to create a new generation of students 

who will be scientifically and technologically knowledgeable and fluent in English. Thus they 

become a workforce and able-bodied in the stream of learning by contributing to the economic 

growth and development of the countries (Kirkpatrick, 2014). 

In the Malaysian context, government allows and encourages of the growing number of private 

universities to introduce EMI in science and other related subjects (Tham & Kam, 2008). In 

another picture of Malaysia, some people stressed on Bahasa Malaysia to be the language of 

science and technology. Surprisingly after the financial recession in Asia together with the 

establishment of private higher-learning institutions, the status of English has become more 

relevant. After that the Education Act has permitted all of the universities to adopt EMI in all 

subjects especially in maths and science subjects (Mohini, 2008). 

In the context of Hong Kong, the concept of EMI was merged with political complexion. English 

got high status before 1998 when over 90 percent secondary schools adopted EMI. Surprisingly 

when Britain transferred its power to China, EMI was then confined within 25 percent of the 

schools. A decade after 1998 EMI was reintroduced in 30 percent of secondary schools in all 

subjects except some Chinese education. The present scenario of Hong Kong is that 65 percent of 

secondary schools are using EMI at least in one academic subject (Tung, Lam, & Tsang, 1997). 

English-medium instruction (EMI) has been considered as a determining strategy and academic, 

political, social and economic motives are driven through EMI which in fact respond to the 

influence of globalisation (Altbach & Knight, 2007). English is defined as the global common 

language which is actually to innovate the knowledge based on global tertiary education (Fishman, 

2000). Brumfit (2004) in this process reported that English language has become the universal 
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second language of advanced education. Zhang (2017) opined that English has become the valued 

language at present times and it has made a language order globally. Dearden (2004) talked on the 

application of English-medium instruction with jurisdiction. He told that motivations behind 

English have made a contribution to make it as the medium of instruction (MOI) in the global 

phenomenon. Thus higher education has become the venue where EMI could be implemented very 

consistently. Dearden (2014) made a rudimentary comment upon the orientation to English 

medium in Bangladesh: 

“More and more people in Bangladesh seem to be interested in English medium education as good 

knowledge of English provides many opportunities. Students of English medium schools tend to 

learn western literature, geography, history and so on. Though these schools contribute towards 

the rise of English there is an impression that this education is gradually fostering western culture 

that undermines Bangladeshi culture and tradition.” 

Dearden (2014) further told that on the way to implement EMI, policy makers, teachers, parents 

and students have a one aim which is to internationalize the education especially in the phase of 

higher education. At present internationalizing is a much weighted concept and internationalizing 

might be a form of attraction and admission of foreign students as well as it may invite foreign 

faculty as a prospective job scope. 

In addition, policy makers consider EMI as a mechanism of internationalizing their education by 

which they can create job opportunities for students to join a global and business community. Thus 

EMI has become a mark of rapid growing international mobility (Dearden, 2014).  

Materials and methods  

In this section of paper, I have shown a study that was conducted among first semester students 

(newly admitted) of some private universities of Bangladesh. This study includes a set of 

questionnaire (5 questions were set in the questionnaire), clear instructions on how they were 

supposed to give their impressions and opinions and a comment box kept at the last part of the 

questionnaire to express what they felt about English as medium of instruction (EMI) in higher 

education. The number of participants in the study was 110 from different departments as EMI is 

applicable for all students irrespective of any department. On the questionnaire ethical guidelines 

were mentioned and followed strictly in order that no one or no educational institute might be 

harmed or disgraced in the every phase of study.  
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Data Collection 

Data were collected from survey work and all of the questionnaires were distributed among 

participants. In every case of data collection, all permissions from respective authority were taken 

duly. Participants asked some questions where they had doubt or confusion and they were given 

basic guidelines in order to ensure right method of data collection. On the questionnaires, learners 

were asked:  

1. Is EMI convenient in understanding teachers’ lecture? 2) Do you face any communication 

barrier while asking questions to teachers? 3) Do teachers give the message clearly in EMI? 

4) Are you comfortable with your friends while making group discussion? 5) Does EMI 

create any problem in understanding subject related topic?  

Before conducting study, the purpose of the study was broadly explained to learners in order to 

ensure more accuracy and overcome psychological force. The participants gave their comments 

and marked the questionnaires and then transferred them to their class teachers after the completion 

of survey work. 

Data Analysis 

After the collection of data, they were amassed together for actual experimentation through MS 

Excel software. All of the data inclusively what students marked judiciously were analyzed as 

understanding lecture in EMI class, facing any communication barrier if it were EMI oriented 

class, making group discussion and understanding of any topic presented by class instructor in 

EMI based class. It is ensured that all of the parameters were followed to ensure effective data 

analysis.  
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Results and Discussion 

 

Table: 1 

It can be understood from the Table 1 that Determiners or Questions, Students’ Response and 

Percentage of Responses along with Mean and Standard Deviation were mentioned. It was 

mentioned earlier that the number of participants was 110 who were students of different sections 

of different departments of private universities of Bangladesh took part in the survey work. Firstly, 

in terms of whether learners could understand lecture had 45% affirmative, 42% negative and 11% 

no response on the study. Secondly, in terms of whether learners have communication barrier had 

54% affirmative, 37% negative and 8% no response. Thirdly, based on whether learners make 

group discussion with other friends had 42% affirmative, 50% negative reply and 7% no response 

Determiners/Questions 

  

Students' Response 

  Percentage (Overall)  

  Affirmative Negative 

No 

Response 

Percentage 

of 

Affirmative 

Percentage 

of 

Negative 

Percentage 

of  

No 

Response 

Understanding Lecture 
50 47 13 45 42 11 

Communication Barrier 
60 41 9 54 37 8 

Group Discussion 
47 55 8 42 50 7 

Clear Message 
52 48 10 47 43 9 

Understanding Topic 
55 50 5 50 45 4 

  
   

      

Mean 
52.8 48.2 9 

      

  
   

      

Standard Deviation 
4.96 5.06 2.91 
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from the participants. Fourthly, in light of whether learners receive clear message had 47% 

affirmative, 43% negative comment and 9% learners with no comment. Finally it was asked 

whether learners could understand topic easily and smoothly had 50% affirmative, 45% negative 

response and 4% students did not make any comment.  

The mean of all ‘Affirmative’ answers produced by participants was 52.8 which originated from 

the 110 participants in the study. Then the mean of all ‘Negative’ impressions produced by 

participants was 48.2 which emanated from 110 and the mean of all ‘No Response’ answers 

produced by participants was 9 which came from 110 participants.     

Students’ Perceptions 

Fullan (2007) expressed his impression such that the role of the students in successful innovation 

is invariably considered and accepted as important.  

Perceptions what I received from the study was not highly satisfactory and the comparison between 

Affirmative and Negative value was nearly approximate to each other. Students actually could not 

understand the lecture provided by teachers in class very well, they had language weakness to 

maintain a good communication with teachers and thus they could not make any group discussion 

successfully with other friends as it is perceived that they should have sound proficiency in English 

language. Along with this, students opined that they faced problem in understanding any messages 

clearly circulated from teachers and authority as well as they had problem in understanding any 

topical presentation presented by teachers in class.  

Comments from Students about EMI: 

I have problem in understanding pronunciation of my teachers especially from engineering topics 

because I am not used to listening for long duration in my academic life. (A student from Computer 

Science and Engineering) 

As my classes are based in English I have problem in getting meaning what teachers are delivering. 

Even I could understand a little while I was listening and I started forgetting right after my class. 

(Opinion from one student of Business Administration) 

Previously I was used to finding my teachers with Bengali language in class and I could understand 

better in meaning, subject matter and theme of the text. Now at this university I have to struggle 

to go with my teacher as I am not easy and comfortable in listening. (Comment from one of the 

students of Department of English and Modern Languages)  
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Challenges against the Implementation of EMI 

On the issue of implementing EMI in the context of Bangladesh involves a series of obstacles 

which need to be dealt with very pragmatically and from the point of view language policy and 

language planning. One aspect of Bangladeshi education system like English medium schools and 

private universities cannot be considered as universal exemplary sphere on the way to implement 

EMI. Farooqui (2014) reported that the current curriculum of Bangladesh suggests that English 

should be used as the language of instruction. It is contrary to see that students and teachers have 

low proficiency in English language which might deter the implementation of English as a medium 

of instruction in classrooms. Students with lower-proficiency demonstrated challenges in various 

ranges which focused on the lack of both academic skills and language-related skills. Similarly 

students with higher-proficiency exposed some problems on the structure of writing and the 

organization of essay composition skill. Lastly students with intermediate-proficiency exhibited 

some more challenges such as reading long texts, perceiving technical vocabulary and 

understanding variety of accented English and asking questions (Aizawa and Rose, 2018). If EMI 

is considered as the yardstick of dual goal of subjective knowledge and development of English 

language proficiency, professors and students must have English proficiency adequately in the first 

place.  Students without sufficient competence in the medium of instruction professors cannot 

successfully engage them in complex cognitive process, scaffold their invested attempt to master 

disciplinary knowledge or provide language input to develop English proficiency at advanced level 

among students (Hu, 2019). Dearden (2014) criticized EMI in such a way that there were still some 

controversies which arose as if EMI was practicable and successful in teaching and effective in 

international students. 

Karvonen (2017) pointed out that EMI faces problems upon the lack of support from the 

government because state might have tendency to promote local languages from the lower grade. 

Goodman (2014) outlined that the adoption of EMI has exposed a major challenge because finding 

academic staff who are equally expert in English language skills and in content knowledge is 

tremendously scarce. He added that teachers were found either as language experts with low 

content knowledge or as content experts with anxiety about their English language skills. 

Language or linguistic difficulty is marked as a great barrier to materialize EMI in the tertiary 

education of Bangladesh. Achieving graduation does not actually make teachers as skilled ones to 

teach students in EMI, as they should have sound knowledge in interaction with students, 
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discussion on particular topic and promotion of affective factors like motivation, encouragement, 

care and psychological support. Shohamy (2012) emphasized that linguistic, academic, and 

pedagogical competence are thought of as the markers in order to become a successful EMI 

teacher. 

Recommendations 

The section of this paper deals with some recommendations as I have come across from research 

study conducted among university students. Based on their impressions and comments and from 

non-native perspectives like Bangladesh, some relevant and practicable recommendations are 

discussed here. 

a) Interaction between Teachers and Students: 

Classroom teaching-learning should be interaction oriented between teachers and students. This 

will help students to overcome their psychological barriers to get used to understand lecture, 

discussion and presentation by teachers. Marton & Tsui (2004) told teachers’ questions and 

students’ response make up the core discourse in the classroom. 

b) Training Programs for Teachers and Trainers: 

Like other non-native teachers, Bangladeshi teachers get involved in teaching profession without 

having sufficient teaching etiquette and training which at one stage of teaching dismays the true 

meaning of teaching. State should organize some training sessions by which experienced and 

senior teachers home and abroad will train up newly appointed teachers to teach students in an 

EMI based classroom. Tsui (2018) opined that EMI instructors exhibited more or less an insecure 

sense and lack of self-efficacy before attending the specialized teacher development program.  

Having accomplished the program, many participants showed a strengthened self-efficacy, and 

felt empowered and executive to take on new positions as they continued their EMI undertaking. 

c) Spotting out Deficiency and Utilizing Remedy: 

Students have a lack of proficiency in understanding EMI conducted classroom teaching. Similarly 

some teachers have an unusual discomfort to teach students in an English based academic setting. 

In every case, development is a must and highly suggested remedy which needs to be followed to 

ensure maximum EMI in classroom. What Lampert (2010) reminds us that teaching is called a 

learning profession which requires a continuous growth.  
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Conclusion 

English as Medium of Instruction (EMI) in the context of private universities of Bangladesh has 

been passing through some phases of obstacles. The study that was conducted among the 

participants of tertiary education of Bangladesh came up with opinions that they did not find EMI 

as effective channel of transferring education from teachers to students. The study showed that 

learners had a lack of communicative skill, problem of understanding foreign language in native 

context and classroom interaction with teachers as they were not habituated with this kind 

education in their life. Teachers consider adopting EMI for private universities seems to be a major 

challenge because most of the students get enrolled for higher education passing out from Bengali 

medium of education in their previous life. Likewise teaching staff of private universities 

especially from science teachers are not well up with teaching students in EMI as these subjects or 

topics are fully based in experimentation and theory oriented. In another case students are not used 

to following curriculum and academic activities in the application of English and they do not have 

sound exposure to communicative and interactive English. In addition education policy of 

Bangladesh goes through a state of fluctuation-no effective resolution or pragmatic policy, 

planning and scheme have been initiated and subsequently have been materialized since the 

independence of Bangladesh. Since private institutes are autonomous and self-decision making 

they attempt to maintain an atmosphere of EMI, though this kind of EMI is encompassed with 

numerous questions. It is evident from the discussion mentioned above that EMI is posing a 

complex web of relations in the higher education of Bangladesh. Students cannot participate in 

negotiating for meaning, classifying their problems while coming across from lectures given by 

teachers and understanding messages or concepts clearly as they are not much acquainted with the 

frequency in speaking with teachers and friends and listening to the lectures for better 

actualization. Students who have linguistic competences either in speaking, writing or listening 

are considered to in an advantageous position. It is relevant to say English is considered as the 

symbolic valorization which causes language-oriented discrimination (Giroux, 1981a). For this 

reason, it is important to supervise all of the private universities of Bangladesh, though a few of 

the universities have competence and capacity to adopt EMI, not to follow EMI as namesake or 

blindly which might frustrate the actual goal of EMI oriented higher education. 
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