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ABSTRACT

This study provides a unique insight into the English journeys of first-year students at an
English medium instruction (EMI) university in Hong Kong. The study focused on 10 students
from various disciplines, who received equivalent English language scores of IELTS 5.48-5.68,
generally the lowest score to enable entry to the university. Using the frameworks of desire
and investment, the study investigated the tension between the participants’ language and
identity goals, and their struggle to enhance language proficiency and engage in the EMI
experience.

Taking an ethnographic approach, written reflections and qualitative interviews were
conducted in English at the beginning, middle and end of the academic year. The researcher,
an English for Academic Purposes practitioner, also worked with the students through weekly
language mentoring sessions. The research and mentoring were intended to benefit the
participants by opening spaces for their English development and discussion of the themes.
Thematic analysis was conducted on the data.

The findings show that participants held insecurities with their English due to past learning
experiences and comparisons with university peers. The participants were highly invested in
English but felt pressure to enhance their proficiency to meet university, employer and societal
expectations. The participants became frustrated and critical of the EMI experience due to the
lack of opportunities for informal interaction, internationalisation and quality teaching in English.
Ultimately, though continuing to desire English, the participants reported minimal proficiency
gains and lowered their language learning expectations. Lack of vocabulary was the most
widely reported language frustration. By the end of year, the participants began to adopt more
multi-perspective thinking about the EMI experience by understanding that lecturers, and the
university itself, needed to maintain English as the medium of instruction.

This study highlights a critical dilemma for universities in non-Anglophone settings: how to
benefit from English and enhance student competitiveness without limiting the quality of
education and the learning of discipline knowledge. As more universities adopt EMI, it is
important to understand the student voice, especially those who may be positioned on the
periphery of the university due to their language proficiency. This study supports existing
literature regarding language challenges in EMI settings and adds unique findings by exploring
the student journey and experience of EMI. Recommendations are given to university
curriculum developers and EAP practitioners to enhance the EMI experience.
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CHAPTER 1 Introduction

1.1 Research problem and context
1.1.1 The growth of English medium universities

English medium instruction (EMI) is a growing phenomenon within the university sector in non-
Anglophone settings (Galloway, Numajiri and Rees, 2020; Macaro, 2018; Rose; 2021). In a
global study of 55 countries and jurisdictions, education and policy stakeholders reported that
there was a widespread trend towards the adoption of EMI (Dearden, 2014). Around the globe,
government policy makers have sought to introduce more EMI into higher education (Macaro,
2018). EMI has also caught the attention of high-level policy makers in the Asia-Pacific region
due to the rising role of English as a lingua franca and the growth of the university sector
(Galloway and Ruegg, 2020; Rose and Galloway, 2019; Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith and
Humphreys, 2017). According to Hu, Li and Lei (2014), governments see EMI as a key
strategy to enhance knowledge, innovation and competitiveness. EMI is linked to the spread
of English as an international language embedded into new flows of information, technology,
and people (Macaro, 2018). Access to English has also become a priority for many students
who are compelled to compete in this changing landscape. Rose (2021) therefore makes the
point that EMI is not only top-down led but increasingly demanded by students. EMI has thus
become both a macro strategic priority of governments, and a micro strategic choice of

students. This has given rise to major implications and challenges at the university level.

Operating within a more pressured and competitive environment, many universities in non-
Anglophone settings have endeavoured to implement EMI. The main drivers for adopting
EMI include raising university profiles (Macaro, 2018; Macaro, et al., 2018), increasing global
competitiveness (Healey, 2017), climbing the university rankings (Piller and Cho, 2013; Mok,
2001), increasing revenues (Wilkinson, 2013), enhancing research profiles and accessing
knowledge (Galloway, Kriukow and Numajiri, 2017), engaging in internationalisation
(Galloway, Numajiri and Rees, 2020; Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith and
Humphreys, 2017), enhancing the English language skills of students (Galloway, Kriukow
and Numajiri, 2017), developing the employability prospects of students (Galloway, Kriukow
and Numajiri, 2017), and offering home students a chance to engage in a globalised
environment (Briggs, Dearden and Macaro, 2018). From these different angles, the overall
promise of EMI for institutions and their students is to enable access, competitive edge and

engagement in globalisation and the knowledge economy.



Despite the perceived benefits and justifications for EMI, implementation at the institutional
level has been problematic. Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith and Humphreys (2017, p.4), for
example, suggest that implementation has “often been experimental”, which is probably due
to the speed at which EMI adoption is occurring (Macaro, 2018). Rose and Galloway (2019,
p.195) highlight that language use in EMI settings is “largely unexplored”. Thus, there are
many unknowns regarding the effects of EMI on content knowledge, the impact of EMI on
language proficiency, and the most appropriate type of English practices promoted in EMI
institutions. It has also been pointed out that EMI can increase social inequalities and reduce
access to higher education (Deaden and Macaro, 2016; Galloway, Kriukow, Numajiri, 2017;
Hu, Li and Lei, 2014). Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds who have not had
adequate access to English may, for example, be unable to access university education, or if
admitted, struggle to cope in the new linguistic environment. The ideological reverberation of
adopting EMI has also drawn attention. Some commentators have suggested that adherence
to EMI is adherence to Western dominated practices and knowledge which limits local and
national languages and forms of critical enquiry (Kirkpatrick, 2011; Phillipson, 2017). Though
universities can gain from EMI practices, implementing EMI at the university level raises many

practical and ideological challenges.

The provision of EMI at the university level, and how to traverse the many practical and
ideological challenges highlighted above is increasingly becoming a research focus. However,
the speed at which EMI is being adopted has outpaced research, and therefore more research
is needed into EMI university contexts. It is still not clear how students can best benefit from
the EMI experience and how universities can navigate the many challenges in providing quality
EMI education. EMI research in some contexts is particularly underrepresented. Rose (2021)
and Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith and Humphreys (2017), for example, have noted a lack of EMI
research in the Asia-Pacific region and Galloway, Numajiri and Rees (2020, p.397) suggest
that “As a field of study, EMI is in a state of relative infancy outside Europe”. Within the growing
research field of EMI, and in particular within the Asia-Pacific region, researchers have begun
to identify major controversies with the teaching of content subjects in English. Relevant to

this PhD study, and in need of further exploration, these controversies include:

— the linguistic challenges of EMI (e.g. Aizawa, Rose and Thompson, 2020; Evans and
Morrison, 2011a, 2011b);
— the impact of previous language of instruction experience (e.g. Aizawa and Rose, 2020;

Evans and Morrison, 2018);



— whether the teaching of content subjects in English enhances students’ language
proficiency (e.g. Galloway and Ruegg, 2020);

— whether students’ content knowledge is enhanced through EMI (e.g. Beckett and Li,
2012; Hu, Li and Lei, 2014);

— the marginalisation, struggle and investment of students with less cultural capital (e.g.
Sung, 2019; Teng, 2018);

— whether home students can engage in internationalisation (e.g. Gardner and Lau, 2019;
Lauridsen, 2020);

— the ideological implications of EMI (e.g. Li, 2013) and the impact on local and

international languages (e.g. Kirkpatrick, 2017).

Having identified some of the key drivers and issues within the growing EMI higher education

context, the next section highlights the difficulties of defining EMI.

1.1.2 Defining EMI
EMI has been defined in a number of ways, a commonly used definition of EMI however is:

The use of the English language to teach academic subjects (other than English itself) in
countries or jurisdictions where the first language of the majority of the population is not
English. (Macaro, 2018, p.1)

EMI is commonly seen to be focused on the teaching of content subjects through the medium
of English, without an explicit focus by content lecturers on enhancing students’ English. As
Pecorari and Malmstrom (2018, p.497) put it, language learning is a “second-order” priority of

EMI and is “frequently ignored or deprioritised”.

EMI has been described as a “nuanced concept operating on a continua of usage” depending
on the educational, course and classroom setting (Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith and
Humphreys, 2017, p.6). Macaro (2018) is the first to acknowledge that his definition of EMI
above has its complications and needs to be problematised for different educational settings.
The term ‘teach’ for example could mean to lecture, but it could also mean to facilitate class
discussions, interact with students on a small group basis and conduct Q&A sessions. One
study (Shepard and Morrison, 2021) in Hong Kong found that though instructors mostly
lectured in English, they integrated translations into their teaching and offered explanations in
English and Cantonese. Students negotiated the language of use when conducting classroom
activities. This suggests that rather than an English only environment, language use is more

dynamic and flexible in EMI settings.



EMI can be distinguished from other content and language approaches such as Content and
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) and English for Academic Purposes (EAP). As pointed
out by Rose (2021), CLIL focusses on developing students’ content knowledge and language
skills with equal emphasis. Students taking subjects using a CLIL approach may not be
expected to have the required language proficiency, as language enhancement is a learning
outcome. This differs from EMI which makes no claims in definition to focus on language
acquisition (Dearden and Macaro, 2016; Rose, 2021). In EMI contexts, content is the focus of
learning with English being a “tool” for teaching (Airey, 2016, p.73). Thus, there is an
expectation that students should possess the required language proficiency to be able to study
in EMI settings, though academic language support is often provided in the form of EAP. EAP
is a field of study which informs the instruction of academic literacies and communicative
strategies needed by students in academic settings (Hyland and Shaw, 2016). In terms of first-
year students in EMI institutions, EAP is often taught to help students acclimatise to the
linguistic and academic conventions of the general academic community. The approaches
outlined above can be represented using Airey’s (2016) language/content continuum as

shown below.

Learning outcomes

Only language Language and content Only content

EAP CLIL EMI

Type of course

Figure 1: Airey’s (2016) language/content continuum

Defining the English in EMI has caused contention and has practical and ideological
implications. Some research suggests that university students value adherence to first
language varieties of standard English (e.g. standard American English), especially in
teaching and exam contexts (Kuteeva, 2020; Inbar-Lourie and Donitsa-Schmidt’s, 2020).
However, some authors suggest that an expectation of ‘standard’ English is unrealistic and
unreflective of how multilingual speakers use language (Smit, 2010), with students often
placing too much pressure on themselves or being too critical of their lecturers’ English

(Jenkins and Mauranen, 2019). These latter authors advocate for more open attitudes towards
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different varieties of English used in lingua franca interactions, and for more value to be placed
on the accommodation strategies students and teachers use in these interactions. Other
authors question whether the ‘E’ in EMI means English only and suggest that there should be
more recognition of the fluid ways in which learners and teachers use their multilingual
resources. Wei (2018), for example, argues that the use of different linguistic resources in the
classroom to create meaning is a strength and not a weakness, and Sahan and Rose (2021,
p.13) contend that EMI should be normalised as a “multilingual endeavour” which is not
restricted to English. In terms of whether first languages could be used in EMI programmes,
student responses have been varied. Some students welcome the use of first languages to
aid content understanding, while others see EMI as a chance to develop their English skills
and prefer English only policies (Rose and Galloway, 2019). Language ideology has a strong
impact on how a person or institution values the type of English used, and whether it is
acceptable to draw on multilingual resources in certain situations. In implementing EMI,
universities have to consider a range of practical and ideological factors which affect its

success in each unique context.

1.1.3 The first year at university

The first year of university is a crucial phase for students’ integration and success in the new
learning community (Naylor, Baik and Arkoudis, 2018). This is especially the case for students
in EMI settings who often use English as an additional or foreign language to engage in their
studies. Research which has focused on the transition from high school to university has
shown that there are many language challenges for these students (e.g. Aizawa and Rose,
2020; Evans and Morrison, 2011a, 2011b). The range of linguistic challenges for EMI students
has been well documented in different university contexts (e.g. Hellekjeer, 2010; Kamasak,
Sahan and Rose, 2021; Pessoa, Miller and Kaufer, 2014; Yung and Fong, 2019). Some
studies have shown the impact of learner backgrounds on the transition to university. For
example, the medium of instruction used at high school can affect the level of linguistic
challenge for students (Aizawa and Rose, 2020; Evans and Morrison, 2018; Lin and Morrison,
2010). Students’ previous access to the English language through the social, cultural and
economic capital of their families can also impact the journey to university and their experience
in the new educational environment (Yung, 2020; Sung, 2019). As students enter a new
educational context, their capital is re-evaluated. This valuation of capital positions students
and contributes to whether they will be considered as legitimate members of the new
community (Darvin and Norton, 2016). In some cases, the valuation of students’ capital in the

new context can lead to a deficit positioning (Marshall, 2009). Subsequently, certain students



may find it difficult to integrate and survive in the EMI environment (Teng, 2019; Sung, 2019).
As students journey across their first year at an EMI university, they have to contend with a
multitude of factors and influences including the linguistic challenges, their language learning
histories and their positioning within the new learning environment. These factors and

influences affect students’ investment in English and their language learning trajectories.

1.1.4 English language proficiency

The level of English proficiency needed to succeed in academic EMI environments and gain
from the EMI experience is another area of contention. Students are expected to possess high
enough proficiency levels to enable their study success before beginning EMI studies,
however as Nguyen, Walkinshaw and Pham (2017) point out, many universities admit
students with lower proficiency levels. Any perceived shortfall in proficiency is often
accommodated through language support in the form of EAP provision, or in some cases
remedial classes which, as Marshall (2009) pointed out, can position certain students as
problem cases. As some students may not have the social and economic backgrounds which
supported the development of their English capital, there is an egalitarian side to the debate
about the required proficiency levels to be admitted to EMI universities. Higher ranked
universities tend to have higher language proficiency requirements and therefore social class
and access to English during childhood may affect a prospective student’s chances of enrolling

into their preferred university (McKinley, Rose and Zhou, 2021).

Research (e.g. Rose, et al., 2020a) has identified that students with an IELTS score of 6.5 and
above experience fewer problems in their content subjects and received higher grades than
those with lower proficiency levels. A similar picture is painted in other studies (Kamasak,
Sahan and Rose, 2021; Aizawa and Rose, 2019) which show that students reaching a certain
threshold reported fewer language challenges in their EMI studies. However, Rose, et al.’s
(2020a) lower proficiency participants were able to pass their subjects and found many
benefits to studying in English, including the enhancement of their career prospects. This
suggests that though lower proficiency students struggle, they gain in other ways from the EMI

experience.

There is a danger, however, that neither content learning nor English gains are accomplished
in university EMI contexts (Chapple, 2015; Lei and Hu, 2014). Lower proficiency students
therefore need to be supported with appropriate and targeted language enhancement

activities to help them engage in the new academic environment and succeed in their studies.



1.1.5 The Hong Kong context

Hong Kong is a Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China and has over
seven million residents. According to government statistics, 88.9% of these residents use
Cantonese as their first language, 1.9% use Putonghua, 3.1% use other Chinese dialects, 4%
use English, and 1.9% use other first languages (Census and Statistics Department, 2016). In
the 2016 by-census, 48.9% of Hong Kong residents claimed that they used English as an
additional language, this percentage had risen from 34.9% in 1996 (Census and Statistics
Department, 1996; 2016). According to Article 9 of the Basic Law, Chinese is the official
language of the executive authorities, legislature and judiciary in Hong Kong, with English also

permitted for use an as official language (Basic Law, 1990).

English in Hong Kong has a long history, and due to its high status since colonial times, and
perceived instrumental value in globalising contexts, has become the site of much contention,
competition and anguish. Under colonial rule, English performed a gatekeeping role for the
attainment of highly sought government and professional jobs (Evans, 2013). English use was
restricted to the upper levels of society and was largely unattainable for the vast majority.
However, during the 1980s, Hong Kong’'s development as a financial, retail, tourism and
logistics hub increased demand for English (Li, 2009). English changed from being a colonial
language to an international language (Poon, 2010). Poon (2004) notes that people in Hong
Kong saw a greater need to learn English and English became parents’ preferred medium of

instruction of schooling.

There is much contention regarding the most appropriate medium of instruction in Hong Kong
education (discussed in more detail in Chapter 2). Researchers have suggested that
Cantonese instruction offers a higher quality of education than English instruction, with more
interaction and cognitive depth (Evans, 2013; Ng, 2007; Poon, 2004). However, parental
demand for English has been strong due to the perceived advantages for attaining a university
place and professional employment (Evans, 2013; Evans and Morrison; 2017; Poon, 2004).
Language policy makers have tried to appease the different camps through a string of
language policies. Laissez-faire policies have tended to result in more schools embracing
English, but have created difficulties for teachers and students in terms of academic
achievement and pedagogy (Lin, 1996; Poon, 2013). Streaming and Chinese medium policies
have created tension for only allowing an elite select of students to be schooled in English and
for limiting exposure to English for CMI students (Evans, 2013; Poon, 2004). Social class is
an integral part of these debates as more affluent families can support their children’s English
and provide out of school English opportunities (Li, 2009). Li (2009) also notes that the

typological differences between Cantonese and English have exacerbated the challenges for



students in reaching high proficiency levels. It can be summed up that during the past decades,
demand for English has been high from all sectors of society which has created divisions and

inequalities.

Demand for higher education in Hong Kong is strong (Li, 2009) and the percentage of the
population with a higher qualification has risen from 9.1% in 1986 to 32.7% in 2016 (Census
and Statistics Department, 1996; 2016). Hong Kong has 22 higher education institutions, eight
of which are funded through the University Grants Committee (Education Bureau, 2021). The
remaining 14 institutions are either publically funded specialised institutions or private
enterprises offering associate degree programmes. For most of these institutions, English is
the official medium of instruction, and this has placed pressure on students, especially those
who have conducted most of their schooling in Cantonese. Research (e.g. Evans and Morrison,
2011a; 2011b; 2017; 2018) has shown that for certain students, adapting to the linguistic
demands of EMI university holds considerable challenges. Due to its status as an international
and academic language, the use of EMI at universities is unlikely to change (Evans, 2009).
This adds downward pressure to secondary school students who need to contend with English

to secure a place at university.

The Hong Kong context has been described as a “crucible” of EMI study (Macaro, 2018, p.35).
Though Hong Kong has experienced a unique journey in its EMI endeavours, studies in this
context have resonated with researchers across different settings. The first year EMI
experience at university is a particularly crucial phase, and lower proficiency learners
especially have to contend with the linguistic and affective challenges of this new setting. As
EMI university contexts grow in number, and the controversies about the most effective ways
to implement EMI continue, an in-depth study into the EMI experiences of first-year students

can add value to the literature.

1.2 Research objectives and research questions

This study is an in-depth investigation into the EMI journeys of 10 first-year undergraduates at
a university in Hong Kong. The study focusses on local Hong Kong students who were
admitted into the university with the general minimum English proficiency requirement of
HKDSE Level 3 (equivalent to IELTS Level 5.48-5.68, determined as ‘modest users’, HKEAA,
2013). The aim of the study is to learn how the focal students experienced and viewed English
across their first year. In more specific terms, the study aims to examine the students’
positioning with English, their language learning desires, and the language ideologies they

hold in their pursuit of English. | am especially interested in how these positionings, desires


https://5.48-5.68

and ideologies change over the first year, and the impact on the students’ investment in
English (the concepts of positionality, desire, investment and language ideology are discussed
in Chapter 2).

The impetus for the study focus came from the need to better understand how students
transition into EMI studies at university. Macaro, et al. (2018) have called for more studies
which focus on this transition. As an EAP instructor, | have reflected that students similar to
the focal students often hold complex relationships with English and find it difficult to engage
in their studies. This is similar to what Li (2018, p.4) describes as an “unease” and “discomfort”
with English. Going beyond language challenges that students encounter across year 1, there
is a need to understand the deeper layers of what factors cause a student to invest in, or
disinvest from English, subsequently affecting their study success and integration into the
university. English from this perspective is seen not only as a linguistic system but also a form
of social practice (Norton, 2016). In examining the interacting and changing positioning,
desires and ideologies of students, | am taking a critical approach which aims to identify the
underlying experiences, processes and conditions that facilitate and constrain connection to
English and the communities of its use. This study focus can ultimately contribute to the
provision of facilitative and equitable models of EMI for learners who struggle linguistically and

affectively with English.

This study addresses the following questions:

1. What are the discursive positionings, desires and language ideologies of students with
lower English proficiency levels during their first year at an English medium instruction
(EMI) university in Hong Kong?

2. How do these positionings, desires and language ideologies change over the first year
of study?

3. What tensions do students experience with English during their first year? And how do

these tensions affect their investment in English and their learning trajectories?



1.3 Theoretical underpinnings

This study takes poststructuralism as the basis for investigation. According to McNamura
(2012), poststructuralism is a critical perspective which deals with questions of justice. It
questions “stable truths” (p.477), structures, ideologies and fixed social categories and
focuses on the interconnected nature of different processes and systems. Rather than being
centred within the boundaries of fixed structures and social categories, power is seen by
poststructuralists as flowing between these fluid structures and social categories through the
discourses (systems of power and knowledge) that they use. Ideology and desires are located
within these discourses where power is perpetuated by social actors. The focus of analysis of
poststructuralism centres on the underlying meanings of these discourses and how they
manifest into social inclusion and exclusion. Researchers using a poststructuralist paradigm
are interested in the dynamic interplay between different systems and processes with valid

knowledge considered as context sensitive and dialogical (Morgan, 2007).

The poststructuralist perspective does not view language as a speaker-independent set of
fixed norms, but rather a situated meaning-making practice in which discourses flow to position
speakers into social roles and classifications (Norton and Toohey, 2011). Bourdieu (1991,
p.38) wrote that “grammar defines meaning only very partially” and it is in the social
relationships between speakers that meaning is encoded and decoded, and a person’s
legitimacy is ascribed. The power that a speaker has is related to the capital they hold (i.e.,
their social, cultural and economic capital) which determines their social positioning. Language
learning through this lens can be viewed not only as the learning of a fixed set of language
rules, but “as a process of struggling to use language in order to participate in specific speech
communities” (Norton and Toohey, 2011, p.416). In their interactions, language learners
position themselves and are positioned by others which determines the power and legitimacy
they are awarded. In the EMI university context, for example, students must learn academic
register to enable their participation, recognition and success. Through the use of academic
register, they are better able to align themselves with the communicative norms of the
academic community and stake their position. EAP not only teaches the surface rules of
academic register (e.g. academic style; referencing conventions) but also the underlying
discourses that will enable students to participate in the academic community. These
discourses are based in flows of power and knowledge, for example, Western approaches to
knowledge construction or standard varieties of English. In seeking to establish themselves in
EMI contexts, English learners not only need to contend with the linguistic struggle of English,

but also the underlying discourses to which success is embedded.
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Poststructuralists see identity as complex, dynamic, and a site of change. Identity is “no longer
stable or permanent [...] but moving and conflicting” (Kramsch, 2012 p.484). Identity is layered
into the social and historical contexts of individuals who perform multiple identities across
different online and offline sites (Darvin and Norton (2016). This includes language learners
as language learning is “an experience of identity” (Kramsch, 2012, p.488). As well as the
layering and performing of identities, individuals desire and struggle to assume new identity
positions and participate in new communities (Norton and Toohey, 2011). This suggests that
as individuals negotiate their developing identities, there is room for acts of agency. Agency
is defined as “the capacity of people to act on behalf of what matters to them” (Huff-Sisson,
2016, p.672). Poststructuralists thus suggest that through critical pedagogies, language
learners can develop the awareness to question, subscribe or resist the ideologies, discourses
and positionings which influence their learning trajectories and access to new communities
(e.g. Flores, 2013; Kubota, 2011; Motha and Lin, 2014).

1.4 Methodology

This study is an in-depth investigation into the unfolding experiences of the participants and
the impact on their positionality, language desires and ideologies. The study takes the view
that individuals discursively construct their social worlds within an interacting ecosystem of
processes and conditions. An individual’s emerging dispositions, trajectories and identities are
facilitated and constrained by these processes and conditions. The study explores the
complexity of processes and conditions at play across the participants’ first year at an EMI
university to identify salient patterns within the data. The study takes an in-depth and situated
approach, and it is envisioned that the results will resonate with EMI researchers and

practitioners in different teaching contexts.

This study takes a qualitative approach and sees participants as co-constructors of knowledge.
Through engagement and dialogue, the research process is aimed to benefit the participants
by enabling a reflexive approach. This study takes a critical ethnographic sociolinguistic
metholodgy (Heller, Pietikalnen and Pujolar, 2018) which aims to take an in-depth and situated
approach in addressing issues of power and access to English. To build a comprehensive
picture, | used a range of data collection methods which included the students’ written
reflections, qualitative interviews, and field notes. These methods were employed during three
phases over the students’ first year at university. To facilitate ongoing contact, | set up weekly
English mentoring sessions which were attended by the participants. These meetings helped
to informally develop rapport and create spaces for sharing experiences and insights. Data

analysis was conducted throughout the ethnographic process so that each data collection
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stage informed the next. | also provided the students with summaries of interviews and
opportunities to discuss findings as the study progressed which aided the circulation of ideas

and the reliability of findings.

1.5 Justification for the study

This study is positioned within a growing field of study which focuses on EMI in university
contexts. As mentioned above, these contexts are growing in number and scope, yet there is

much to be learned about how to practically and equitably implement EMI.

Within the field of EMI, this study focuses on the first year experience. The first year is a crucial
phase for students in their integration into university (Naylor, Baik and Arkoudis, 2018). The
first year is one of many transitions for students (Marshall, 2009), including the transition from
high school to university. According to Macaro, et al. (2018), who conducted a comprehensive
review of EMI in universities, there is a distinct lack of research on the transition from
secondary school to university. It is critical to know more about how students’ previous learning
experiences influence them at university and the impact of how they adapt to the demands of
EMI throughout their first year. Useful research (e.g. Aizawa and Rose, 2020; Evans and
Morrison, 2018) has pointed out the impact of past EMI experience on learners’ progression
at university. There is also a need to look at the complexity of other factors affecting the first
year journey. For example, how learners’ access to English, the pedagogy of their schooling,

and their positionality with English affect their progression at university.

Across the first year, there is also a need to look at how students’ reflections of the EMI
experience change and develop. Longitudinal studies are rare within this field of research.
Most notably, Evans and Morrison (2011b) conducted a study across year 1 with the main
focus being on language challenges. Longitudinal studies looking beyond language
challenges are uncommon and thus research focusing on the wider student experiences of
EMI is needed. Sung (2019), for example, takes an in-depth approach into the contextual
factors, desires and investments impacting one university student in Hong Kong, however,

this participant was in the latter years of his university career.

Some recent research has produced useful data on attitudes and motivational factors within
EMI university contexts. Of prominence, the work of Galloway, Numajiri and Rees (2020) and
Doiz and Lasagabaster (2018) have moved the research agenda forward. The research
instruments used in these studies, however, tend to be one-off focus groups or interviews, or

rely on quantitative methods. To gain deeper insights into the developing attitudes and
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motivations for engaging in EMI, studies adopting ethnographic approaches can add to the

existing literature.

Within studies on the first year experience, there is a lack of research exclusively tracking
students admitted with the minimally required English level, or those with lower than
institutional average English language level. These learners are often readily enrolled (Nguyen,
Walkinshaw and Pham, 2017) but are particularly in need of support. It is important to
understand the needs and reflections of these students to ensure that EMI is useful and
equitable. Macaro (2018) highlighted that EMI is often a cost-benefit decision, for example,
some students may struggle with content knowledge but gain in having more exposure to
English. In one study, Rose, et al. (2020a) made the point that although the lower proficiency
students’ GPA was reduced, they gained in other ways, for example through perceived better
career prospects. EMI likely holds tension for these students who may be held back by their
proficiency levels but wish to gain from EMI. There is currently a gap in the literature focusing
on lower proficiency students and their understanding of the costs and benefits of studying
through EMI. This PhD study aims to contribute towards forwarding awareness within this

research gap.

1.6 Outline of the study

This thesis consists of a literature review, a methodology chapter, three chapters featuring the
results, and finally a discussion and conclusion chapter. In Chapter 1 (i.e. this introductory
chapter), | have highlighted that there are many problems in implementing EMI in non-
Anglophone university settings. | also have set out the research objectives and research
questions, and | justified how the study contributes to a gap in knowledge, especially regarding

in-depth studies of lower proficiency learners.

In Chapter 2, | outline the theoretical orientations of the study and review important EMI
studies. Chapter 2 starts by looking at the impact of contextual factors, and features the
concepts of timescales, pivotal moments, trajectory and positionality. | also report and discuss
influential contextual factors in the Hong Kong context. Chapter 2 then introduces the concept
of possible selves in language learning and how learners may have specific desires and
images of their future selves using English in particular communities. In Chapter 2, there is
also a focus on investment in language learning, and especially Darvin and Norton’s (2015,
2016) model of investment. This leads to a discussion on the ideology of neoliberalism. Finally,

| discuss EMI issues in more detail and report studies from the student perspective.
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In Chapter 3, | detail the research methodology and research design. This chapter starts with
the methodological orientations and approach to knowledge before outlining the specific
methods used in the collection of data. These methods include the collection of student
reflective accounts, qualitative interviews and field notes. | also describe the incorporation of
weekly mentoring sessions with the participants into the research design. | then describe the
research context and research participants. The final parts of Chapter 3 outline the data

analysis methods and discuss researcher positionality and ethical issues.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 report the results. As the data were collected in three phases over the
academic year, each chapter focusses on one phase (i.e., the start, middle and end of year
1). Chapter 4, reporting the data collected at the beginning of the academic year, mainly
concerns the language learning histories of the participants and their hopes for university.
Chapter 5 focusses on the participants’ reflections of their first semester. Chapter 6 reports
the participants’ reflections at the end of the academic year. Thematic analysis was used for
data analysis and therefore each of the results chapters reports the main themes to arise from
the research. Each of the results chapters finishes by looking at the connections between the

themes and features a table which summarises the main themes with illustrative quotes.

Chapter 7 discusses the key findings of the research and concludes the study. In this chapter,
| review the study objectives and answer the research questions. | then discuss important
findings and position them within existing research. The chapter continues by offering
recommendations to enhance EMI provision and | highlight the contribution of the study to
existing research. The concluding parts focus on the limitations of the study and future

directions for the research.
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CHAPTER 2 Theoretical orientations and literature review

2.1 Chapter overview

This study views language learning as a situated practice in which positioning, desires, and
ideologies influence the investment and trajectories of learners. This chapter will present
relevant frameworks for studying these influences and report on recent studies which
approach language learning as a situated practice. This will include a focus on contextual
approaches and positionality within language learning, possible selves and desire frameworks,
and investment in language learning. The chapter will go on to focus on neoliberalism, the
promise of English for social mobility, and the inequalities that this perpetuates. In the final
part of this review, | will focus on EMI universities and especially report on student motivations
and challenges within these growing contexts. This final section will draw on empirical studies
conducted in university EMI settings that focus on the student perspective. Overall, the
literature review will show that English holds many promises for learners, but it is also a

contested site and a source of tension and struggle.

2.2 Contextual approaches and positionality in language learning
2.2.1 Introduction

When entering a new learning context, learners bring a network of past experiences and
resources which inform their positioning, attitudes, and investment in the new environment.
This section focusses on theoretical approaches which aim to explore how learners are
embedded into the different social contexts which constrain or enable their language learning.
The first part outlines contextual views of language learning, the concept of timescales and
trajectories, pivotal acts, and positioning. Example studies are outlined to show how these
theoretical approaches can inform research. The second part of this section on context and
positionality focusses on salient contextual factors which have informed the research agenda,
particularly in the Hong Kong context. These contextual factors include the personal costs of

English, the status of English, and the medium of instruction at secondary school.
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2.2.2 Contextual views of language learning

Contextual views of language learning recognise that social contexts can facilitate and restrain
access to languages and language communities. Learners are embedded into their social
contexts and through the language learning journey, these social contexts mediate the
attitudes and language identity formations of learners (Pfenninger and Singleton, 2016). This
interaction and mediation often occurs in uneven and contradictory ways across social
contexts and time (Norton and Toohey, 2011). Language learning through this lens moves the
research agenda away from viewing language learning solely as an individual cognitive

process, to a process that is embedded and negotiated within social contexts.

Contexts are difficult to define (Ushioda, 2013) and could refer to family contexts, classroom
contexts, institutional contexts, education systems and societal contexts. Pfenninger and
Singleton (2016), for example, explored micro-contextual influencers and showed that quality
day-to-day experiences in the classroom, including peer relations, were important in facilitating
engagement with English, with the wider school context also influencing learners’ attitudes
and identities. Though some researchers advocate viewing learners within complex-dynamic
systems (Larsen-Freeman and Cameron, 2008) and exploring the complexity of dynamics
which learners engage within, others like Ushioda (2013) suggest that language researchers
inevitably need to simplify and define specific contexts for the practical purposes of carrying
out research. Exploring personal histories can serve as one way to understand which
contextual factors hold meaning for participants (Huff Sisson, 2016). Some researchers (e.g.
Sung, 2019; Yung, 2020) have explored the language learning histories of their participants
as part of qualitative research designs which aim to understand learners’ identity formations

and motivations.

Ushioda’s (2009) person-in-context relational view of motivation, self and identity is one
attempt to bring context deeper into the language research agenda. The person-in-context
relational view provides a useful lens to see students as people integrated into dynamic
contexts. Ushioda (2009) argues that context cannot be seen as an external variable when
researching language learners. Instead, language researchers should take a more holistic
approach which sees a person’s context as an integrated part of their learning experience and
identity. Ushioda (2009) suggests that we view each language learner as a “thinking, feeling
human being, with an identity, a personality, a unique history and background, a person with
goals, motives and intentions” (p.220). She advocates that language researchers see each
learner as a “reflective intentional agent” embedded into different systems and social relations
(p.220). Taking a person-in-context relational view helps to understand how learners’ current

language learning experiences and ‘self-states’ may “facilitate or constrain their engagement
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with future possible selves” (Ushioda, 2009). A contextual view therefore investigates the
systems and processes that learners coexist with and navigate in their language learning

endeavours.

2.2.3 Example studies that explored the impact of contextual factors on language learners

Studies that have viewed contextual factors as integrated into the language learning journey
and not as static background descriptors of language learners have tended to use qualitative
methods. Lamb (2013) took a qualitative approach in his study of 10 motivated but low-
achieving English learners in rural Indonesia. The study revealed the social and economic
constraints on the learners as they tried to compete with their urban counterparts. Through
interviews with the learners’ parents, Lamb showed that although these rural parents wanted
their children to study English, they were unable to articulate how English would be useful for
their children’s future. In comparison, Lamb interviewed urban parents who had very specific
visions of how their children could benefit from English. In this study, Lamb showed the
constraints the learners faced on their English learning journeys despite being identified as
motivated students. Contextual factors such as limited exposure to English in the community
and at school, a lack of parental support and role models, and financial position caused

disadvantages which led to the lack of a clear future vision with English.

Learners can develop the skills to critically assess the contextual influences on their language
learning journey so that they can assert more control. Darvin and Norton (2016, pp.27-28), for
instance, argue that language learners can “identify and navigate systemic patterns of control”.
In a study based in Hong Kong, Yung (2020) shows how one learner strived to overcome
contextual constraints to enhance her learner agency and access new opportunities. Yung’s
participant, Diana, 18, came from a low-income single-parent family and had low self-esteem
regarding her English which she attributed to a lack of opportunity. This lack of opportunity
included minimal access to English at home, to resources, and reduced exposure to English
during her Chinese medium schooling. Diana commonly compared herself to more fluent
peers and this fuelled her determination to invest in English. Desperate to obtain a university
place, and avoid discrimination and low-income work, Diana used her family connections to
pool resources to pay for a tutorial school. This financial investment in English was an attempt
to increase her social network with well-off counterparts and enhance her English linguistic
capital. The study showed the impact of contextual factors on the learner, and her struggle to

access English resources to enable social mobility.
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2.2.4 Timescales and language learning trajectories

Another way to view context is through the concept of ‘timescales’. Timescales are
interconnected processes that develop on micro, meso and macro levels. Using the lens of
timescales can help to avoid seeing contextual factors as static background effects. According
to Lemke (2000, p,275), human activity is conducted on an “ecosocial system of
interdependent processes”, or timescales. Examples of timescales include an interaction, a
classroom activity, a course, a degree, an education system, colonialism, or globalisation.
Each of these timescales has its own trajectory and development through time but is also
typical of its type (Lemke, 2000). For example, the education system in Britain has similarities
with that of Hong Kong, but also differs. Individuals move through these interacting timescales
and have unique blends and interpretations of experiences which contribute to their emerging
trajectories and identities. When students enter a classroom, they bring a network of “ideas,
objects and dispositions” from various timescales (Wortham and Rhodes, 2013, p.541) as well
as “past experiences and projections about the future that are not enclosed by classroom walls”
(Sampson, 2019, p.15). These heterogeneous resources are combined in unique ways to
shape each student’s experience in the class, and in time contribute to the student’s emerging
trajectories and identities. These interacting timescales not only influence student motivation

(de Bot, 2014), but also language ideology and investment in English.

Wortham and Rhodes’s (2012, p.84) suggest that trajectories “describe how sociocultural
regularities have variable extents”. In other words, though social conditions may determine life
courses, negotiation or improvisation within these spaces can redirect an individual's
opportunities. In reimagining the macro-micro dichotomy, Wortham and Rhodes do not ignore
the impact of larger structures on individuals’ decisions and prospects but suggest that there
is @ more complex picture which can more accurately discern the configuration of dispositions
and identifications people develop. Sociocultural regularities do not refer to universal
structures but to signs and resources that move across time and space. Exploring this network

of processes is essential for understanding students’ emerging positionality and trajectories.

2.2.5 Pivotal acts and critical incidents

As individuals journey through different timescales, their emerging positionalities and identities
form and sediment. When similar events and experiences occur, a focal identity becomes
established. However, occasionally a “pivotal act” can occur which results in an individual
reassessing a certain positionality or identity (Wortham and Rhodes, 2013, p.551). Pivotal acts

are interactions or experiences which force or provide an opportunity for an individual to
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reassess a position or course of action. An example comes from Huff Sisson’s (2016) study
of an African-American public pre-school teacher in the United States. Huff Sisson’s
participant was marginalised at school due to her racial and cultural heritage and was unable
to bond with her teachers and succeed academically. This resulted in her accepting a
positioning as a low-achieving student. Later, through an encounter with a community college
lecturer, she was able to question her positioning as a low-achieving student and re-author an
alternative positioning. This unexpected encounter proved to be a ‘critical incident’ which
resulted in the participant initiating “acts of agency” and finishing her studies and going on to
earn Bachelor and Master degrees (Huff Sisson, p. 679). Norton and Toohey (2011) highlight
that some identity positions limit the possibilities of the learner, while others offer new sets of
possibilities. Pivotal acts or critical incidents can challenge learners to reassess their

positioning and plot new directions in their trajectories.

2.2.6 Positioning with English in the learning context

Poststructuralist perspectives see language learning as a struggle to access new communities
and take on new identity positions (Norton and Toohey, 2011). When individuals interact, they
assign different ‘positions’ to themselves and others which validate or marginalise their access
to, and place in, certain communities. For example, interlocutors may position others based
on their accent and assign them a more, or less, positive status (Beinhoff, 2013). ‘Positions’
are “patterns of beliefs” about roles that are unevenly distributed by different communities,
stakeholders and institutions (Harré, 2015, p.2). These patterns of beliefs are infused with the
ideologies of these different communities, stakeholders and institutions and therefore power
that is circulated legitimises or marginalises social actors and their pursuits. Positions are also
described as “clusters of rights and duties” which are “embedded into a complex network of
norms and conventions” when enacting different roles (Harré, 2015, p.5; 2). Hence, when a
person is positioned, they are expected to enact particular social roles or perform in a way that
is consistent with a particular social identification. In this study, | see these subject positions
as part of the intricate and emerging layers of identity, and positioning as the way in which
individuals and other stakeholders assign roles, rights, social identifications, and
responsibilities to themselves or others. Individuals are not merely products of these assigned
positionings. Drawing on the work of Holland, et al. (1998), Huff Sisson (2016) suggests that

individuals can improvise their positioning to claim new identity configurations.

According to De Costa (2011, p.350), language researchers can use the lens of positioning to
“‘examine how micro and macro political factors shape learner beliefs over an extended period

of time”. Like Wortham and Rhodes (2013), | am not only looking at how the participants
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position themselves in speech events but also how other timescales and stakeholders (e.g.
the education system, the university) position the participants. An example of how this can be

conducted comes from a study by Marshall (2009), outlined below.

2.2.7 Example study on student positionality

In his study of multilingual first-year university students in Canada, Marshall (2009) observed
how the participants were marginalised by a deficit positioning from the university. The
participants were placed into a remedial ESL course which focused on academic language
skills. Marshall detailed how the participants felt embarrassed to take the additional subject
because they felt like failures, despite the barriers they had overcome to claim a university
place, and their multilingual repertoires. Marshall concluded that the social stigma associated
with ‘re-becoming ESL’, an identity position the participants had hoped to leave behind,
hindered their legitimacy in the new learning environment. Marshall concluded that the
participants had been positioned as “problems to be fixed” (p.42) rather than in a positive light.
As Marshall suggests, positioning relates to what institutions/society expects and allows
individuals to be like. In positioning the multilingual students through a deficit lens, their
multilingual repertoires were delegitimised and not seen as assets or cultural capital. The
study is useful in showing the challenges of meeting the language needs of first-year students
without positioning them through a deficit lens. This is relevant to EMI settings that admit lower
proficiency English users. Marshall advocates for more open classroom practices which can

lead to a separation of past positionings to transform how learners view themselves.

2.2.8 The personal costs of English

The reminder of Section 2.2 will focus on particular contextual factors relevant to Hong Kong
and this focal study. As mentioned in Marshall’s study above, when his students began
university, they had identity positions with English that they wanted to leave behind. This
suggests that contextual factors and positioning have an impact on students when they enter
a new learning context. Of relevance to this study are the language learning histories of the
participants and the impact on their university studies; and many students in Hong Kong have
experienced stress and pressure in their language learning journeys at school. Evans and
Morrison (2017) note that access to EMI universities puts pressure on school pupils to choose
EMI secondary schools. This has created fierce competition and stress for pupils and parents.

In Hong Kong, during primary school, pupils take high-stakes tests which award them a

20



banding from Band One to Band Three (Lee and Chui, 2017). Higher performing pupils receive
a higher banding and have a higher chance to enrol in an EMI secondary school. In addition
to the stigmatisation of being labelled a Band Two or Three student at such an early age,
stigmatisation is associated with students graduating from Chinese medium schools, because
English medium schools are for the most part seen to enrol more academically able pupils. As
Li (2009, p.79) puts it "Many have to cope really hard to overcome the psychological barrier

of being socially labelled ‘second best™. This labelling can have an impact at university on the
confidence and self-efficacy levels of students. For example, a large-scale study of first-year
students in Hong Kong found that those schooled in English had higher levels of confidence
in their language skills and generally adapted better to university (Evans and Morrison, 2018).
Extreme competition and psychological stress have also been documented in other Asian
contexts. Piller and Cho (2013), for example, describe the personal costs of English for
students who need to spend hours from a young age practising for high-stakes exams to
compete for places at prestigious universities. Also, in the Korean context, Byean (2015) gives
a personal account of the suffering incurred by these high-stakes exams which she sees as
serving to stratify students and maintain class-based inequalities. With the expansion of EMI
university contexts in Asia, Kirkpatrick (2014) predicts that there will be increasing pressure
on primary and secondary schools to use English, and hence cause further stratification and
pressure. This paragraph has served to show that first-year university students may have
experienced trauma related to their English journeys which could impact their positionality at

university.

2.2.9 The status of English in Hong Kong

English has high status in Hong Kong which stems from its usage by the Hong Kong elite
during colonial times as a language of government, the legal system and judiciary (Poon,
2004). During this time, English was seen as a colonial language and detached from most of
the local population (Poon, 2013). English was largely unattainable for most people with only
an elite few with the English skills to attain government and administrative positions. In the
1980s, the role of English became more important in trade and commerce (Li, 2009; Poon,
2004) further heightening its status to an international language (Poon, 2010). Since the
handover of Hong Kong in 1997, English has continued to be a valued form of linguistic capital
and an expectation of employers (Li, 2018). English has also continued to hold high status
within education and has become “a marker for success and excellence” (Choi, 2010, p. 238).
Within higher education, Choi (2010) argues that the discourse of instrumentalism has

prevailed in debates about the use of English, with the main concern being placed on
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competitiveness at the individual and city levels. With high prestige and perceived instrumental
value, access to English has been competitive, and with one of the world’s widest wealth gaps,
pupils at the lower end of the socio-economic spectrum have struggled to develop the
necessary English capital (Li, 2018). English in Hong Kong has therefore become a finite
resource and access to English capital is dependent on contextual factors such as social class
and social networks. High English proficiency can index other social positionings such as
education levels, class and family wealth. Through its journey from colonial to international

status, English has continued to signify success and influence.

2.2.10 Language policies in Hong Kong

Related to the high status of English in Hong Kong is the status gained from medium of
instruction at secondary school. In Hong Kong, the medium of instruction at primary school is
Cantonese, however, some pupils can study in English at junior and senior secondary school.
Medium of instruction has been a contentious issue in Hong Kong and policy makers have
needed to balance access to English with the quality of education. Quality education is seen
to be more accomplished in Cantonese because exposure to English for students is limited
(Li, 2009) and teachers lack the linguistic resources to teach successfully in English (Lin, 1996).
In Hong Kong, EMI schooling was traditionally limited to the elite and was more successfully
implemented because these families had the social, cultural and economic capital to support
their children (Lin, 1996). However, when universal secondary education was introduced in
the 1970s, families from lower socio-economic backgrounds also demanded EMI schooling
because of the perceived social mobility benefits (Poon, 2004). These families did not have
the means or linguistic capital to support their children's studies in English (Li, 2009) and
therefore EMI education was not always effective. The widely reported impact of the spread
of English medium schooling into mass education domains was that of rote learning, code-
switching and code-mixing (Lin, 1996). Due to the low English language ability of students,
teachers began using techniques such as reading aloud and dictations. Under a demanding
exam-oriented system, this was all teachers could reportedly do to prepare students and this

led to reduced interaction and student engagement (Evans, 2008).

On the cusp of the handover of Hong Kong to China, the Hong Kong government issued a
Chinese medium policy in which secondary schools would need to teach in Chinese. Despite
the policy authors’ arguments for the better quality of education through mother-tongue
teaching, the eventual retention of an elite stream of EMI schools meant that the policy was
regarded as inequitable and unfair (Choi, 2003). According to Li (2017), there was an

embittered response to the policy by parents. One reason for the resentment was that children
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attending the newly categorised CMI schools would be labelled as substandard to those
children attending EMI schools, a label which would follow them through life. Parental fears
about CMI school graduates’ reduced life chances were evidenced in an influential 2009 study
by Tsang (as cited in Evans, 2013). This study, which sampled approximately 15,000 pupils,
concluded that EMI students were twice as likely to enter university as CMI students. In 2009,
the government revealed a ‘fine-tuning policy’ which sought to address the concerns of various
stakeholders and better address the needs of students (Education Bureau, 2010). The new
policy aimed to reduce the CMI / EMI labels by giving schools greater flexibility to teach in
Cantonese or English, depending on the subject and ability of students. This new flexible MOI
arrangement (while maintaining the ethos of mother-tongue education) would better enable
students who had previously learnt through Cantonese to gain more exposure to English
(Education Bureau, 2010). The fine-tuning policy, which is still implemented today, has,
according to Poon (2013), caused less controversy than the Chinese MOI policy. However,
some studies (e.g. Chan, 2014) suggest the re-emergence of issues such as rote-learning and

teacher-led classes.

The participants of this PhD study are recipients of the fine-tuning policy. Though EMI / CMI
distinctions are more blurred after the policy, my students at the university continue to label
themselves as EMI or CMI. The paragraphs above serve to show that the focal students of
this study are embedded into a context in which English has high status, and competition to
access English is fierce. Language policy has had a direct influence on the English trajectories
of school pupils as the government has tried to balance fairness of access to English with

pedagogic pragmatism. Below is a simplified summary of key MOI policies in Hong Kong.

Table 1: Overview of key medium-of-instruction policies in Hong Kong

Date Policy Scope % of CMI schools

(Poon, 2004)

1974 Laissez-faire Schools given freedom to choose the MOI | 12%

policy depending on the needs of students

1994 Streaming policy | Schools streamed into CMI, two-medium, and | 34%
EMI

1997 Chinese medium | CMI required for the majority of schools 70%
policy
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2008 Fine-tuning Diversified arrangements of MOI depending on | -
policy the needs of students; removal of EMI / CMI

terms

2.2.11 Section summary

This section has highlighted that learners operate within different timescales which constrain
and facilitate their language learning journeys. Through these interacting timescales, learners
develop positions in relation to English which are linked to the power they can employ with the
language. Within the intricate network of timescales, learners can experience critical moments
which lead them to question and improvise certain positions, potentially redirecting their
language journey trajectories. Within Hong Kong, English has received high status but access
to English is uneven. English medium instruction and changes in language policy have
especially caused controversy in Hong Kong. This section has highlighted that language
learning histories impact learners’ positionality and relationships with English, the following

section looks forward and discusses future selves and desire in language learning.

2.3 Future selves and desire in language learning

2.3.1 Introduction

Within the fields of second language acquisition and applied linguistics, the concepts of
‘possible selves’ and ‘desire’ have been important in theorising why learners invest their time
and effort in learning languages. These concepts are important because when learners
engage in language learning, they are engaging in an enhanced possible future with new
identity formations and participation in target communities. This section will outline the
concepts of ‘possible selves’ and the L2 motivational self system, it will then focus on desire

in language learning and the desire framework developed by Motha and Lin (2014).

2.3.2 Possible selves

When individuals learn languages, they are engaging in new possibilities of the self. Possible
selves refer to the hopes and desires learners have for enhanced identities and participation

in new communities which fuels their investment in the language (Norton and Toohey, 2011).
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University students may, for example, desire to engage with international students to enhance
their identity of being a globally networked individual. Possible selves are seen by some
authors to be continuously re-scoped and influenced by contextual factors. Henry (2014)
places the possible selves theory into a complex dynamic systems paradigm suggesting that
motivational dynamics are embedded into other processes and operate on different timescales.
These timescales could be, for example, an activity, a course or a university degree. According
to Henry, learners re-scope their ideal L2 selves upwards or downwards depending on their
assessment of how far, close or achievable the ideal is. Citing Lockwood and Kunda (1997),
Henry suggest that this re-evaluation could be based on interaction with peers who give more
realism to the potential self. | have noted this with my first-year students who often use older
peers as reference points for their own development. Teaching approach and accessibility to
the target language may also influence revisions in the ideal L2 self (Doérnyei, and Chan, 2013;
Henry, 2014). This ongoing modification on short timescales can build up to affect longer

timescales and ultimately affect a learner's trajectory.

An influential model inspired by possible selves theory is Dornyei's (2009) L2 motivational self
system. This theory suggests that there is a discrepancy between our current selves and our
future target selves. Dérnyei’s theory proposes that language learners hold images of an ‘ideal
L2 self, which is what they want their second language self to be like (e.g. a confident business
communicator or an international traveller). Strong images of a future self are asserted to
correlate with high motivation (Dérnyei and Chan, 2013). The strand of 'ought to' self
represents obligations and expectations projected onto learners, and the actual L2 learning
experience is impacted by the learning situation, teachers, peers and curriculum. The gap
between the current L2 self and the ideal L2 self is what is proposed to form motivation and

ultimately self-regulated learning behaviours (You and Dérnyei, 2016).

The L2 motivational self system has received considerable research attention and according
to one meta-study, can serve as useful predictor of intended effort but less so for achievement
or proficiency (Al-Hoorie, 2018). Much of the research based on Ddrnyei's system has been
quantitative; these studies often use self reporting measures which are correlated against an
outcome measure such as intended effort or grades (e.g. Kong, et al., 2018; Papi, 2010,
Moskovsky, et al., 2016). This causal or linear approach has been criticised for only skimming
along the surface of motivational factors (Pavlenko, 2013) and for focusing on classroom-
based contexts, thus ignoring the language struggles of different groups such as migrants
(Norton, 2000). Some studies, however, have tried to place the model within a socio-cultural
paradigm and have used qualitative approaches (e.g. Kubota, 2011; Van Mensel and
Deconinck, 2019).
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2.3.3 Example study in the Chinese context

In the Chinese learner context, You and Ddrnyei (2016) conducted a large-scale quantitative
study which, despite variation in the results, concluded that participants had stronger self-
perceptions of an L2 ideal self than an ought to self. You and Dérnyei used these results to
challenge the concept of the 'Chinese imperative' (Chen, Warden and Chang, 2005) which
proposes that Chinese learners are especially motivated by a long held meritocratic system of
achievement in public exams which brings honour to the self and family (ought to self). The
authors suggest that the results of this study are in line with those of other countries, thus
signifying that cultural factors play a lower role within the formation of possible L2 selves. This
positioning of motivation within psychological paradigms, i.e. as in an internal, rational, and
cognitive construct, rather than socio-cultural, has met with general criticism from
poststructuralist language researchers (e.g. Pavlenko, 2002; Norton, 2000). The authors do
show variation between different regions of China and make an association between
'‘advanced' education systems and global English. They suggest that students from these
advanced education systems had more vivid images of future L2 selves gained from stronger

links to global English.

2.3.4 Problems with the L2 motivational self system

The concept of the L2 possible selves and particularly the ideal self is appealing, especially
for understanding university students who may have a strong sense of drive, direction and
access to linguistic resources (Pavlenko, 2013). It is useful for language teachers to know if
there is a relationship between a strong image of an ideal L2 self, effort, and proficiency, and
this could inform curriculum development and teaching practices. However, Hoorie's (2018)
meta-analysis painted a complex picture suggesting that Ddérnyei's model is not fully
developed, and the lack of consistent empirical evidence is problematic. Another key issue is
the question that motivation researchers like Dérnyei are asking. Dornyei is aiming to answer
the question of how possible selves can create motivation which can be transferred into
positive learning behaviours, and ultimately language attainment (You and Dérnyei, 2016).
Though useful, this question misses the wider issue of empowerment within language learning,
and how learners understand and navigate dominant systems and ideologies that place
importance on English. Van Mensel and Deconinck (2019) make the point that the ideal self
may be like the ought to self, in other words, the ideal self is also shaped by social expectations.
Also, recent interest in translanguaging suggests that people might use different languages in
a fluid or integrated way (Wei, 2018). This suggests that rather than a separate L2 self,

learners integrate future visions of themselves using English into a more holistic identity.
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2.3.5 Desire in language learning

Another way to frame future selves is through the idea of desire. Kramsch (2006, p101),
suggests that desire is "a basic drive towards self-fulfilment”. For Kramsch, language learners
are not aiming to create a separate L2 identity but to engage with a new social reality, new
possibilities of the self, and more power. The future self is an idealised representation built
from the signs or symbolic power of the target language. For example, fluency in English may
be associated with 'international posture' (Yashima, 2013); i.e. having an international outlook
and the confidence to communicate with speakers of other languages. This symbolic power
can fuel desire in language learning as learners strive to engage with an enhanced version of

themselves and belong to an imagined community (Lave and Wenger, 1991).

The symbolic power of languages can also be used by parents, teachers and institutions to
influence learners’ future self visions. Van Mensel and Deconinck (2019), for example, showed
with interview data how parental desires for their children to enhance their linguistic capital as
multilingual speakers were projected onto their children. Regarding teachers, Motha and Lin
(2014), describe how teacher desires can obstruct learners' own goals. For example, teachers
may want students to critically engage with English whereas students only wish to pass an
exam. Institutions such as universities also emanate specific images of the desires they hold
for students through their internationalisation policies, medium of instruction and promotional
literature. For example, Gao's (2015) interviews with university policy makers shows their

desire for students to become inter-culturally adept and networked graduates.

These examples illustrate that desire in language learning is not an isolated and internal
process, but a lived negotiation of symbols and a site of struggle. According to Motha and Lin
(2014), desire is co-constructed and may develop over years through parental, school, media
and societal ideas and expectations. Language desires are meshed into different ideologies
and on different timelines. In Hong Kong, for example, desire for English is so strong that is
has resulted in an embittered battle between parents and medium-of-instruction policy makers.
Parents have desired EMI for their children to enhance their chances of achieving a university
place and accessing professional opportunities. Policy makers on the other hand have
prioritised pedagogic engagement and better access to knowledge using the L1. The focal
participants of this PhD study are embedded into this debate and the conflicting desires of

different stakeholders.

Motha and Lin (2014) pose some useful questions regarding the formation and pursuit of
desires. The authors ask to what extent desires overlap, conflict with each other and whether

learners have comparable or different desires. These questions are presented against the
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backdrop of the many systems and processes that learners are embedded and entangled

within and reinforce the idea that desires are co-constructed.

2.3.6 Framework of desire as multilayered

In their framework of desire as multi-layered (below), Motha and Lin (2014) suggest possible
layers (learners, communities, teachers, institutions, government) which interact and influence
each other, and serve as way to understand how desires emerge. The framework aims to
bring desire onto the conscious plane so that learners, teachers, policymakers and other
stakeholders can assess, question and critique desire in English language learning. Desire in
the framework is seen as a ‘lack’ (learners desire what they lack) and an ‘energy’ (a positive
force to fulfil objectives) (Motha and Lin, 2014; Turner and Lin, 2020). The focus on learner
desires can help to understand who informed their desires and question which desires are
useful for the students’ goals. Motha and Lin (2014) suggest that an explicit focus on language
learning desires can help to identify which desires are serving the interests of which
stakeholders. This in turn can help learners to have more “critical agency in their language

learning pursuits” (Motha and Lin, 2014, p.351).
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Figure 2: Desire as multilayered by Motha and Lin (2014)

2.3.4 Example study drawing on Motha and Lin’s framework

Liu (2019) conducted an ethnography of bilingual students (aged 17) studying at a private high
school in Thailand. The study focusses on the construct of desire and draws on Motha and

Lin’s framework. Liu found that students embraced the discourse of investment in English for
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global mobility. She also found evidence of students “revoicing the school’s desires” from
promotional literature, suggesting the co-constructed nature of desire. Participants desired to
be members of international communities, wanted access to academic English, and desired
monolingual English immersion and interactive learning experiences. Liu found, however, that
the participants’ desires were often in conflict and reproduced their own marginalisation with
English. For example, participants inflicted cultural imperialism on themselves based on
Anglocentric academic norms and binary notions of inner circle and outer circle accents. Liu’s
study is useful in showing how the construct of desire can not only identify learner desires, but
also how these desires were constructed. The depth in findings was facilitated by the

ethnographic approach she adopted.

2.3.4 Section summary

This section has introduced the idea of possible selves and desires in language learning. Both
concepts are useful because university students have a time bound goal (graduation) which
gives them a specific point time to work towards and may produce strong self visions. Of note,
the multi-layered construct of desire can help to identify why students pursue English and how
these desires are constructed in the focal context. While motivation researchers tend to
employ questionnaires as a central data source, qualitative research can reach deeper into

the reasons behind the language learning desires of learners.

2.4 Investment in Language learning

2.4.1 Introduction

The last section focused on the concepts of ‘possible selves’ and ‘desire’ to show how
language learners imagine new possibilities of the self when they engage in language learning.
This section focusses on investment in language learning which is interrelated and fuelled by
learner desires and images of their possible selves. The concept of investment is important
because it seeks to understand the situated, complex and developing connections between

learners’ desires, identities and commitment to language practices (Norton and Toohey, 2011).
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2.4.2 Model of investment

Bonny Norton has been instrumental in bringing the concept of investment to the attention of
applied linguists. Norton's (Norton Peirce, 1995) early article introducing the concept of
investment, positions language learning not only as an individual psychological pursuit, but as
a situated relationship between the learner and the target language. This relationships is
influenced by power relations and language learning is a negotiation of access to the target
language and their communities. Norton’s model of investment aims to recognise that learners
invest in languages based on an expected return. This return may include symbolic and
material resources which can enhance the mobility prospects of the learner. In the context of
an EMI university, for example, learners may invest in English because they see it as a way
to enhance employment prospects and contribute to an identity as a globally oriented person

(Doiz and Lasagaster, 2018).

Norton's concept of investment in language learning was influenced by Bourdieu's work on
capital. Bourdieu (1987) saw that power flows within different forms of capital; namely
economic (a person's materials resources), cultural (including knowledge, qualifications and
language) and social (networks, membership, connections). Symbolic capital is capital that is
recognised and legitimised by influential groups and institutions, serving their interests or
marginalising other interests. The makeup of a person's capital determines their social position
as people align or differentiate themselves from others within social spaces. Individuals place
value on the capital of others to determine their social position as well as positioning
themselves. Through socialisation, this positioning forms a person's habitus - their dispositions,
habits and behaviours which imitate those of a similar social group. The habitus therefore has
an effect on the opportunities and possibilities of an individual, and on the power they hold

within social structures, as they compete for legitimacy.

One of the influences of Bourdieu's ideas on Norton's thinking was to dismantle traditional
dichotomies of learners often found in language teaching, such as "good/bad,
motivated/unmotivated, anxious/confident, introvert/extrovert" (Darvin and Norton, 2015, p.37).
The theory of investment sees learners not as individuals with fixed traits but as people in
specific contexts who have been positioned in unequal ways. This view sees learners as
having complex and fluid identities which they negotiate within different fields of socialisation
and social interaction. Investment in a language is a negotiation of these power structures as
learners contest and reposition themselves. Researchers taking an investment approach are
less interested in what motivates students at a task or class level, and instead seek to
understand the underlying structures and conditions that bring a student to invest in certain

language practices.
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In 2015, Darvin and Norton enhanced Norton's original conception of investment in language
research to take into account changes in global systems, technology and ways of
communicating. The authors' aim was to provide a model that could critically shed light on
micro and macro language practices and address issues of power within a globalising world
where identity is becoming more fluid. The model of investment shown below has three

interlinking constructs: identity, capital and ideology.

Figure 3: Darvin and Norton’s (2015) model of investment

Darvin and Norton (2015; 2016; Norton, 2013) see identity as a changing and contested site
across time and space. It is the negotiation between habitus and desire. Through habitus,
individuals learn their place and status in the world, and through desire they can imagine
possible futures to reposition themselves. One way that they reposition themselves is through
the accumulation of capital, for example, by investing in particular language practices. Taking
a poststructuralist stance, Darvin and Norton view identity as a site of struggle because of the
contextual constraints and competing ideologies that restrain and shape learners’ desires. As
desire may be shaped by ideologies which do not necessarily serve the interests of the learner,
there is a critical emphasis to their approach, namely "to examine how worldviews construct
learners’ desires and imagined identities that can be complicit with reproducing social
inequalities" (Darvin and Norton, 2016; p.26). In the model illustrated above, a learner’s
positioning is negotiated at the intersection between identity and ideology. How students
position themselves in relation to English is important for their identity construction, and Norton
and Toohey (2011) suggest that the connection with a language needs to be meaningful to

bring about investment.

According to Darvin and Norton (2015; 2016), ideologies are multi-layered hegemonic

processes that reproduce dominant culture and control the flow of capital. Within Darvin and
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Norton’s model of investment, ideologies influence learner identity and desires, and determine
what kind of capital is valued. As a regulating force, ideologies can determine “inclusion and
exclusion” and position learners “in multiple ways even before speak” (Darvin and Norton,
2015, p.43). Darvin and Norton (2016) argue that ideologies have a paradoxical nature, for
example, the discourse of globalisation promotes the notion of mobility but concurrently
exercises control and access to this mobility. They also believe that dominant and marginal
ideologies compete to form dispositions in learners which inform how they think and act, and
within a spectrum of consent and dissent room is created to “restructure contexts” (Darvin and
Norton, 2015, p.44). By critically understanding the “hegemonic pull” of patterns of ideological
control, Darvin and Norton (2016, p.28) believe that learners can not only access desired
knowledge and communities, but also stake their place as legitimate speakers. This sentiment
is echoed by Motha and Lin (2014) who suggest that learners can critically assess their
language learning desires, Flores (2013) who encourages learners to question neoliberal
narratives in their language practices, and Kubota (2011) who urges more critical questioning
of the role and status of English. From a practical perspective, Rose and Galloway (2017)
demonstrated a classroom activity which encourages students to critically question the
ownership of English. It is through this type of critical assessment that learners may be able

to reframe their language learning experience and stake more claims as legitimate speakers.

Drawing on Bourdieu, Darvin and Norton (2016, p.28) affirm that “capital is power”. As
mentioned earlier, there are different forms of capital including economic, cultural and social.
English is a form of linguistic capital (a part of cultural capital) and is valued widely as “a tool
for social inclusion” and “economic and social advancement” (Park, 2011, p.443). By investing
in English, learners perceive that their linguistic capital will bring returns, for example in gaining
employment or accessing new communities. However, the view of English as capital for
advancement has been questioned by applied linguists as not fulfilling its promise (Park, 2011,
Kubota, 2021; Sah, 2020). Sah (2020), for example, highlights that there are social justice

concerns with EMI as access to English linguistic capital is not equal.

When learners shift contexts, for example from school to university, their capital is ascribed a
value. As Darvin and Norton (2016, p.28) note, “learners are positioned in the social space
based on the volume, composition and trajectory of their capital”. In terms of lower proficiency
students who possess less English linguistic capital, the university may place them into a
particular programme or course which positions them in a certain way. This is what happened
to Marshall’s (2009) multilingual participants at a Canadian university who were placed into a
remedial ESL class. Marshall (2009) argued that this remedial ESL identity positioned the
participants through a deficit lens rather than recognising their multilingual repertoires. Darvin

and Norton (2016) suggest that hierarchies are formed through the requirements of institutions,
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which can lead to lower positioning of some students and therefore stunting the accumulation
of new capital. These arguments are useful for understanding how lower proficiency students

are positioned in EMI settings and the effects this has on their learning trajectories.

2.4.3 Example studies influenced by the concept of investment

Darvin and Norton’s model of investment has been used in qualitative studies which aim to
understand students’ perspectives of their language learning journeys. Sung (2020) showed
how cross-border students from Mainland China invested heavily in their academic English
identities at an EMI university in Hong Kong. However, the same students did not possess the
capital to access social English opportunities. The study shows how the participants
selectively invested in English based on which pursuits would “yield a good return” (Sung,
2020, p.13). Teng (2019) also used the investment model to investigate the English journeys
of three university students at a non-prestigious university in China. Teng found that the
learners experienced problems with their low English proficiency which manifested in different
levels of investment. One participant disengaged from English, pursuing self-employment
rather than graduate employment which demanded English skills. Another participant felt
anxious with English and lacking confidence, positioned herself at the periphery of the learning
community. The third student invested heavily in English in an attempt to overcome her
language difficulties and compete as a legitimate English user in the graduate jobs market.
The study shows the students’ differing investments based on their English experiences at
university. Both studies outlined above show how the investment model is a robust lens to

gain insights into the student journey.

2.4.4 Section summary

This section has focused on Darvin and Norton’s (2015) model of investment. The model
suggests that language learning is on one level, a project to enhance one’s social, cultural and
economic capital, and on another level is a “socially and historically constructed relationship
between learners and the target language” (Darvin and Norton, 2015, p.20). Through the
constructs of identity, ideology and capital, the investment model provides a robust lens to

evaluate students’ language learning journeys.
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2.5 Neoliberalism and the promise of English

2.5.1 Introduction

The last section looked at how language can be viewed as capital, and language learning can
be seen as the accumulation of capital. This is especially the case for students of EMI
universities who may see investment in English as enhancing their linguistic capital for
increasing their job prospects. Neoliberalism is a lens which is closely related to the idea of

the view of language as capital and will be discussed in this section.

2.5.2 Defining neoliberalism

Neoliberalism is a political and economic approach which has manifested itself into many
different areas of social and personal life in recent years. Block and Gray (2016, p.482), define
neoliberalism as a "a number of diverse phenomena, activities and behaviours" which have
saturated "economic, political, social, geographical and cultural" life (Block, 2018, p.74).
Neoliberalism is seen as a brand of capitalism which favours market freedom and deregulation
(Holborow, 2013; Block and Gray, 2016) where states compete in a global economy
(Fairclough, 2000).

The ideological nature of neoliberalism has been presented by Fairclough (2000, p. 147) as a
"fact of life" and by Dardot and Lavel (2013, as cited in Block, 2018, p.106) as a new "form of
existence and rationality". These authors relay that neoliberal logic has become an invisible
and unquestioned ideology dissolved into all aspects of social life presenting itself as a reality
that already exists (Lemke, 2001). Fairclough (2000) speaks of the discourse of neoliberalism
which is progress, opportunity, growth, flexibility and transparency achieved through
competition, privatisation and free trade. However, many authors have suggested that
neoliberalism has instead led to insecurity (Fairclough, 2000), inequality (Piller and Cho, 2013),
and misery (Shin and Park, 2016).

2.5.3 Neoliberalism and the individual

Within the free-market conditions outlined above, there is more onus on social actors to invest
in themselves to remain competitive (Chun, 2009). The 'entrepreneur of the self' (Foucault,
2008) is a self-managed collection of investments; a "corporatization of the individual subject”

(Flores, 2013, p. 504). According to Lemke (2002), individuals assess the costs and benefits
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of each act in an expression of 'free will' to determine their own trajectory. The neoliberal
discourse is an enabling of individuals to be free of past constraints and to design their own
futures. However, some argue that the discourse of individual liberty is more centred on
competition than civic liberty (e.g. Piller and Cho, 2013). This places greater demands on

individuals to upgrade their skills in tune with the changing demands of the market.

2.5.4 Language and neoliberalism

As individuals endeavour to make themselves marketable, the languages they use become
assets in their ensemble of cultural capital. Language has therefore become a commodity with
a market value (Heller, 2010). As Heller states (2010, p. 108), language acts as a "resource
to be produced, controlled, distributed, valued and constrained". Individuals may invest in a
language depending on what rate of return they expect to receive; this could be financial,
through future earnings, or other returns such as well-being and status (Schroedler, 2018).
The view of language as a commodity to enhance a person's life prospects is a detachment
from a view of language as a reflection of cultural identities (Duchéne and Heller, 2012).
Foreign language learning has also changed track to be seen as an economic rather an
intellectual activity (Coulmas, 2005). Some languages are therefore seen to yield higher rates
of return than others and these languages have become the priority of parents, who want their
children to succeed in the future job market. Highly valued languages also become the priority
of governments, which through language policy and education, dictate which languages they

see as useful for the state's competitiveness.

2.5.5 The promise of English

English is commonly considered to be a language of high value within the current global
climate. For example, English is often perceived to be the language of globalisation, the
internet, the knowledge economy and international business (Majhanovich, 2014). The
promise of English is that it can provide better employability, social inclusion, status and social
mobility for those who learn it (Park, 2011). Through the neoliberal lens, investment in English,
as opposed to investment in other languages, is a cost-benefit decision. A common narrative
is that as a language of prestige and high exchange value, English can enable participation in

the global economy and access to material resources (Duchéne and Heller, 2012).

Governments, institutions and parents have placed great effort into the teaching and learning

of English, but this is often at the cost of local and national languages, and knowledge and
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culture expressed in these languages (Kirkpatrick, 2011; Phillipson, 2017; Majhanovich, 2014;
Schroedler, 2018). Phillipson (2017) argues that linguistic capital accumulation often coexists
with linguistic capital dispossession. Linguistic capital dispossession occurs when learning a
new language comes at the cost of first languages, and these losses occur within certain
domains, such as business, scholarship and the home. Examples include the sole use of
English in academic journals at the cost of academic literacy in other languages, and parents
speaking English to their children at the cost of their first language. In these cases, English is
subtractive and not used "additively, as an enlargement of personal repertoires and national

competence" (Phillipson, 2017, p.324).

Though individuals can gain from English within the current global economy, English is layered
into existing structures of inequality, and therefore the benefits of English are experienced
differently. English is thus not a neutral commodity that is accessed equally by those who
invest in it (Tollefson, 1991). In Sah and Li's (2018) study of a rural school in Nepal, for
example, English did not live up to the promise of social mobility and students could not
compete with those from private schools. Phillipson (2017, p. 313) argues, in fact, that English
"intensifies the gaps between the world's haves and have nots". In Hong Kong, families with
economic and cultural capital are better able to compete for places in English medium schools,
and students from these schools are more likely to attend university (Tsang, 2009, as cited in
Evans, 2013) and thus enter skilled and better paid occupations. Through limited places at
English medium schools, English in Hong Kong has become a finite resource which is

competed over.

Relating to Bourdieu (1986), dominant countries, institutions and people control the flow of
capital, and this is one way in which inequality is intensified. Park (2011), for example, makes
the point that English competence is regulated by those in power. Park uses TOEIC scores to
show how test scores are exemplified as objective markers of competence, but rising scores
have meant a redefinition of what counts as a competent English user. What used to be
considered an adequate level of competence has been downgraded and individuals have to

compete to reach an even higher standard.

2.5.6 Neo-liberalism and universities

The past three decades has seen the increasing influence of neoliberal ideals on how
universities are perceived, funded and managed. Globalisation, internationalisation, and
English medium instruction have been part of this process. In the past, universities were

commonly seen as publicly funded centres of learning, but have more recently gone through
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a process of commercialisation and massification (Lynch, 2006). Hadley (2015, p. 6) defines
a neoliberal university as a "self-interested entrepreneurial organisation offering recursive
educational experiences and research services for paying clients". As governments reduce
public funding, the onus is increasingly on universities to develop their own income streams
(Mok, 2007). In many countries, for example, universities now charge tuition fees. As students
incur costs for their studies, university is more commonly seen as a financial investment, and
many prospective students conduct a cost-benefit analysis to determine the worth of a
particular degree (Sa, 2018). Universities are also ranked to determine their value, and
prospective students compete for places at higher ranked universities. These university brand
names serve as credentials and inform the market value of a graduate. As these elite
graduates are more likely secure better jobs, their universities, in turn, secure higher
employability rankings (e.g. QS Graduate Employability Rankings) and thus are able to be
more selective over the students and staff they recruit. Harkavy (2006) warns that the
commodification of universities along with the reinforcement of economic self-interest has a

profound effect on social justice and on the ambitions, values and citizenship of students.

Neoliberal universities are not companies, but they often act like companies. One example is
the managerialism and "CEO-style executive leadership; goal-driven production, output
measurement and performance management" (Marginson, 2013, p. 355). Metrics such as
research output, number of citations, rankings of journals, student numbers, and teacher to
student ratio are all seen as in indicators of quality in a culture of 'academic capitalism'
(Slaughter and Rhodes, 2004). At my institution, Student Feedback Questionnaires and
research output (for academic-track staff) influence promotion, pay increments and contract
renewal. This metrics-based culture has a controlling impact on course delivery and research

direction.

2.5.7 Examples studies using a neoliberal lens

Researching neoliberal ideologies within language learning has been conducted in various
ways. Chun (2009) analysed the ideological discourses of an International Education
Programme website and EAP textbooks. Chun found a recurring positioning of students as
unfinished entrepreneurial projects and suggested that “critical interrogations of neoliberal
discourses can open up spaces for alternative subject positions” (p.119). Sah (2020) analysed
language policies and EMI research in South Asia. Sah framed his study in terms of human
capital theory which takes an instrumental view of English for socioeconomic mobility. This
study emphasises the gap between government policy and the classroom experiences of

students and teachers, and reveals how access to quality English provision is marred by
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existing social inequalities. Ryuko Kubota has been influential in highlighting paradoxes
between neoliberal ideology and language practices. Kubota's 2011 study, for example,
showed how gender, age, health and geography had a larger impact on the prospects of the
interviewees than English test scores. The study showed how the experiences of the
participants were not always in line with the promises of linguistic instrumentalism. Kubota and
Takeda’s (2021) study also used a neoliberal lens to unpack how policy makers and corporate
workers in Japan differently interpret communicative competence. While policy makers
focused exclusively on the four skills of English and their measurability, the corporate workers
held more holistic and fluid notions of communicative competence which included
interpersonal skills, plurilingualism, and multicultural understanding. The studies above
question neoliberal notions of English for capital gain and emphasise a need for students and

teachers to critically analyse the instrumental pursuit of English.

2.5.8 Section summary

Neoliberalism is an economic and ideological stance which views individuals as self-
entrepreneurs. Through this lens, English is perceived as an essential commodity for mobility.
Access to English, however, is not equal and investment in English may result in language
dispossession. Universities have also been influenced by neoliberalism and use English as a
method to remain competitive. Studies have shown that there is inconsistency between the

discourse of English as capital and the reality in specific contexts.

2.6 English medium instruction (EMI) in universities

2.6.1 Introduction

This section will focus on the key motivators and challenges of EMI from the student
perspective. The previous sections focused on the theoretical lenses useful for my study, in
the following section, | focus on research which has been conducted with students in EMI

university settings.
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2.6.2 Motivators of EMI for students

Studies have shown wide student support for EMI. Galloway, Numajiri and Rees (2020), for
example, found that students in China and Japan thought that English would enable them to
pursue specialised knowledge, heighten their employability and mobility, and help them to
participate in globalisation. Chapple (2015) reported that language improvement and making
international friends were motivators for students in lower-tier universities in Japan. In China
again, Beckett and Li (2012, p.54) reported wide student support for content subjects being
taught in English and concluded that they could “kill two birds with one stone”. In Hong Kong,
Sung (2020) found that English was part of students’ desired academic identities, which would
help them to be validated members of the academic community. Sung also found that
discourses of English as an academic and global language motivated students to invest in
their EMI studies. In Spain, Doiz and Lasagabaster (2018) used the L2 motivational self
system to show that the ‘ought to’ self influenced students to pursue undergraduate studies in
English. Results of this study showed that it was seen as an expectation of students to study
some subjects in English to enrich their CVs and impress employers. Doiz and Lasagabaster
(2018, p.671) concluded that EMI has become “an important feature of students’ multilingual
identity” and a societal expectation. The studies above have shown that EMI is often
motivating for students to enhance their skills, prospects, identities, and for providing
opportunities to engage in new communities. There are also some societal expectations which

fuel desire for EMI.

2.6.2 Surviving EMI

Despite student support for EMI, there are many challenges in studying content subjects in
English and research suggests that students need to place much effort and determination into
their EMI studies. In terms of surviving EMI, Evans and Morrison (2011, p.12) reported that
“diligence, determination and relentless day-to-day practice” was required of lower proficiency
students. Doiz and Lasagabaster (2018, p.669) reported, however, that EMI did “not take an
important toll on the personal lives” of their participants, though they did need to spend extra
effort on EMI classes. Not all students thrive in EMI environments and some research
suggests that EMI can push students to the edge of the learning community. Teng’s (2018)
narrative inquiry with Chinese undergraduates showed how one participant struggled to cope
with English which led to him to disengage from his studies and desired communities. Lack of
English proficiency therefore led to “peripheral participation” in the new learning community
(Teng, 2018, p.54). Another of Teng’s participants was disappointed with the EMI experience

which focused on marks rather than communication. She resorted to ‘tactical compliance’ and
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went along with the EMI experience for the sake of career prospects (p.55). Sung (2019)
recorded the identity struggles of an undergraduate student at an EMI university in Hong Kong
and reported that the student was frustrated with his lack of vocabulary, and could only utter
simple sentences. This led to a silencing in the classroom and lack of engagement with
international students. Sung’s participant eventually disengaged from pursuing an academic
identity and instead tried to negotiate a professional English identity through a part-time job.
The work of Teng and Sung is especially useful in showing the struggles that students

experience as they try to negotiate their place in the new EMI setting.

2.6.3 Language challenges

In recent years there has been a growing number of studies assessing the language
challenges of students in EMI university settings. These transition studies often focus on the
first year experience which is a critical year for students in integrating into the new learning
environment (Evans and Morrison, 2011a; 2011b). Evans and Morrison (2011a; 2011b)
conducted one of the most influential studies related to student challenges in university EMI
settings. Their longitudinal study included interviews with 28 students and a 45-item
questionnaire with 3,009 first-year students. Qualitative results (2011a) showed that students
held specific challenges in the areas of technical vocabulary, lecture listening, using academic
style, and adhering to the conventions of the academic community. Quantitative results (2011b)
showed that writing posed the most challenge, including understanding assignments
requirements, planning, conforming to discipline conventions, and expressing themselves
articulately. A study conducted at the same institution ten years later (Shepard and Morrison,
2021) confirmed Evans and Morrison’s earlier work. In this later study which used a
questionnaire (n=636) and interviews (n=32) as data collection tools, writing was the most
severe challenge, and especially using an appropriate academic style, planning assignments
and expressing ideas correctly. A significant implication of these studies is that a change in
language policy at the secondary level between the studies, from a Chinese language policy

to a fine-tuning policy, does not appear to have affected the results.

Other studies have also shown linguistic difficulties in adapting to EMI programmes. Pessoa,
Miller and Kaufer (2014), for example, used text analysis to trace the writing development of
undergraduates at a Qatari university. The study found that vocabulary, writing longer texts,
and academic style caused problems for students. Yung and Fong’s (2019) interviews with
first-year students in Hong Kong showed problems in integrating sources into academic writing
and avoiding formulaic phrases taught to prepare for school examinations. Lecture listening

and especially understanding technical vocabulary has caused problems in various contexts
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(Hellekjeer, 2010; Stepanoviené, 2012; Chang, 2010). Pun and Jin (2021), however, showed
a fairly low level of student challenge with language in EMI studies which suggests that

language challenges may affect certain students in specific contexts.

The impact of students’ language of instruction at school is one factor which has drawn the
attention of scholars and appears to affect students’ level of language challenge at university.
Lin and Morrison (2010) conducted one well known study using receptive and productive
vocabulary tests (n=762) and argumentative academic essays (n=413) as data gathering tools.
The results showed that EMI students performed much better on the tests than CMI students
(p <0.5) and the authors concluded that CMI students were particularly disadvantaged due to
their previous lack of exposure to English. Evans and Morrison (2018) focused on the
language challenges of first-year students and compared the responses of EMI and CMI
schooled students. The study used a 71-item questionnaire and included two sets of interviews
with 40 and 37 participants. In the study, 73% of the CMI students had attained a DSE English
score of 3 as opposed to only 19% of the EMI students. Again, the results showed significant
differences between the EMI and CMI schooled students and these differences were across
most of the items and all skills. However, mean scores for CMI students did not exceed 3.5
on a Likert scale of 1 - 6 (6 = very difficult), and therefore the authors concluded that these
students may have made positive strides with language across year 1. Despite interview data
showing severe challenges in vocabulary and reading for CMI students, they appeared to
manage their studies through sheer effort and determination. In the Japanese context, Aizawa
and Rose (2020) focused on the impact of schooling language on the language challenges
and vocabulary sizes of 107 year 1-3 EMI students. The authors used a 45-item questionnaire,
receptive and productive vocabulary tests and interviews with 1