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Abstract 

In English-medium instruction (EMI) policies, English proficiency has now become a focus in most 

countries, particularly as a precondition to academic achievement. Nevertheless, this prevailing school of thought 

fails to reflect the multilingualism classroom realities, in which language competence interrelates with motivation, 

self-efficacy, disciplinary literacy, and sociocultural influencing variables. This review redefines English 

proficiency in the multilingual setting by the integration of theoretical and empirical evidence of sixteen chosen 

articles on EMI in higher education. Based on the approaches of linguistic competence, human capital theory as 

well as the agency of learning, the review critically evaluates the role of English proficiency as a problem that is 

on a dynamic and multidimensional nature and therefore influenced by not only the practices of instruction but 

also the agency of learner. The literature review indicates that there is always tension between policy and 

classroom level with regard to the expectations and practices in which the success in EMI is mediated by summing 

up a number of factors that include self-efficacy, first language support, motivation, as well as socioeconomic 

background. Thematic synthesis and comparative summary table are employed to find converging and diverging 

results across the contexts, especially the East and Southeast Asian contexts. The review ends by determining the 

major limitations of current studies on EMI and recommending future research directions that would emphasize 

on translanguaging, contextualized probing assessment and longitudinal research design. Altogether, this review 

contributes to a more refined theoretical comprehension of the English proficiency in higher education in multiple 

languages. 
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1. Introduction 

The internationalisation of English-based instruction (EMI) has made the English proficiency a prominent 

issue in internationalisation strategies of higher education. EMI has gained more and more popularity in 

universities around the world, especially in Asia where universities need to improve global competitiveness and 

academic mobility (Macaro et al., 2018; Shimauchi, 2018). But this is a fast-growing phenomenon which has 

revealed an intellectual grey area regarding what is adequate English proficiency and its correlation with academic 

achievement. Empirical studies have repeatedly shown that an institutional policy expectation and students actual 

linguistic experience in the EMI classrooms are disconnecting (Aizawa and Rose, 2019; Guo et al., 2022).  

According to the recent empirical research, English proficiency on its own is not sufficient to account 

academic performance in EMI. Rather, the success of the learner is predetermined by a network of interacting 

forces, such as academic language proficiency, self-efficacy, motivation, and mediation of the first language 

(Aizawa et al., 2020; Curle et al., 2020). The results were a challenge to the deficit-based perceptions regarding 

multilingual learners and demand the reformulation of proficiency outside the standardized language-ontological 

frameworks. The theoretical models become more focused on proficiency as a dynamic and situated competence 

and not a threshold (Lee, 2024; Thompson et al., 2022).  

The main objectives of this review are to rebrand English proficiency in the realms of multilingual 

institutions of higher learning through synthesis of theoretical views and critical analysis of empirical evidence in 

the research of EMI. Through the synthesis of existing results of 16 chosen articles, this review aims to contribute 

to the further development of a more sophisticated perspective on the complexity of interaction of English 

proficiency with psychological, pedagogical, and sociocultural aspects of learning. The review is divided in five 
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portions. After the introduction, Section 2 is a theoretical analysis and critical literature review of EMI research. 

The third section mentions major research limitations as they were found in the reviewed studies. Section 4 

presents the future research directions in line with multilingual and inclusive viewpoint. Section 5 is a conclusion 

of the review with a summary of key theoretical and empirical reflections. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Perspectives on English Proficiency  

A conventional EMI model has a conceptualization that the English proficiency must be an introductory 

skill that learners should have acquired before engaging in content-based instruction. This is the threshold-based 

perspective that presupposes the existence of a linear correlation between proficiency and academic success 

(Macaro et al., 2018). Nevertheless, there are new theoretical models that contradict this hypothesis due to the 

multidimensionality and developmental character of proficiency. Lee (2024) is suggesting a theoretical framework 

that combines linguistic competence with disciplinary literacy and cognitive engagement and censoring the 

shortcomings of measuring it using general language proficiency only.  

This relationship is further complicated by human capital theory, which argues that language proficiency 

is an interaction of cognitive ability, motivation and personality trait to determine academic and career outcomes 

(Ng & Feldman, 2010). In the EMI setting, this engagement can be observed through the research that self-efficacy 

as well as learner beliefs intermediates the influence of English proficiency on academic performance (Thompson 

et al., 2022; Zhou and Thompson, 2023).  

These results assist in subverting the idea of proficiency to view it as an emerging competence that is 

influenced by instructional contexts. The contribution of first-language resources to EMI learning is stressed in 

multilingual perspectives. With the help of bilingual and CLIL studies, it can be concluded that the effective 

application of the first language can be associated with the promotion of comprehension and conceptual growth 

without the impairment of the English learning (Yang, 2015; M., 2018). In turn, the redefinition of proficiency in 

English describes a shift in a monolingual norm to the dynamic framework in which translanguaging and learner 

agency would be viewed as critical to the achievement of academic success in higher education instruction in 

multiple languages. 

2.2 Critical Literature Review 

This part is a critical review of selected empirical and theoretical EMI studies, and the conceptualization, 

measurement, and relationship of English proficiency with academic outcomes. Review will bring forth 

methodological trends and contextual differences and theoretical contribution in studies, which are conducted in 

major Asian contexts of higher education.  

Lee (2024) creates a detailed theoretical system of connections between EMI competence and academic 

literacy and cognition interaction. Although it is theoretically sound, the framework is not empirically validated 

on a large scale and in multilingual situations. As Aizawa and Rose (2019) unlock, Japanese policy intentions 

regarding EMI practices and classroom practices are not comparable. Their qualitative work points out 

institutionalized limitation though light in terms of student learning processes. Aizawa and colleagues (2020) 

show that academic language skills, as opposed to general proficiency scores, determine the success of EMI. The 

article is very empirical, but it involves one national setting.  

According to Guo et al. (2022), the mediators of EMI efficacy are instructional quality and support of 

learners. Nevertheless, their method of assessment lack in the representation of learner agency and multilingual 

practices. Curle et al. (2020) make a comparison of English proficiency, first-language instruction and determine 

that both factors play a role in EMI success. Comparative nature of the study is strength on its conclusions but 

lacks in the area of disciplinary differences. M. (2018) focuses on the case study of bilingual education in China 

which shows positive academic-related results. There is a small sample size that limits the generalizability.  

In a systematic review, Macaro et al. (2018) show contradictory evidence between proficiency and EMI 

success. The review highlights the theoretical fragmentation in the field. Muttaqin et al. (2022) study the 

socioeconomic status and proficiency, which are complicated to mediate. They are also well rigour quantitatively, 

but cultural variables have not been well explored. Nguyen et al. (2022) consider motivation and self-

determination as important in EMI learning. The research includes psychological value but does not have 

longitudinal examination. The perspectives provided by Ng and Feldman (2010) constitute a basic view of human 
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capital that can be applied to EMI studies. Although not EMI-based, the framework has broad implications on 

proficiency and success.  

Thompson et al. (2022) establish the key role of self-efficacy in the outcomes of EMI. Their results are 

critical of deterministic conception of proficiency. According to Xie and Curle (2020), the important signs of EMI 

success in China are such indicators as classroom interaction. The paper brings out pedagogical implications but 

uses the self-reported data. Yang (2015) presents the evidence of CLIL success in Taiwan, which offers evidence 

on the advantage of integrated use of both language and content. Nevertheless, the research is older than the 

current changes in EMI policy.  

Shimauchi (2018) criticizes EMI rationales in Japan, pointing at structural challenges. The analysis is 

mostly policy-oriented. Zhang and Pladevall-Ballester (2023) investigate EMI motivation in different fields and 

find that there are different levels of engagement among learners. The study is bolstered by the cross-course 

comparison. Zhou and Thompson (2023) are associated with listening proficiency, motivation, and self-efficacy 

in transnational EMI situations. The research provides subtle information but is context-based. 

Table 1 Synthesised Analytical Summary of Key Findings from Reviewed EMI Studies 

Analytical 

Dimension 

Dominant Evidence Across 

Studies 

Theoretical 

Implications 

Representative 

Studies 

Conceptualisation 

of English 

Proficiency 

English proficiency functions as 

a necessary but insufficient 

condition for EMI success; 

academic literacy and discipline-

specific language are stronger 

predictors than general 

proficiency scores 

Challenges threshold-

based models; supports 

multidimensional and 

developmental views of 

proficiency 

Lee (2024); Aizawa 

et al. (2020); Macaro 

et al. (2018) 

Psychological 

Mediation 

Mechanisms 

Self-efficacy, motivation, and 

learner beliefs consistently 

mediate the relationship between 

English proficiency and 

academic achievement 

Supports socio-cognitive 

and human capital 

frameworks where 

language competence 

interacts with 

psychological capital 

Thompson et al. 

(2022); Zhou & 

Thompson (2023); 

Nguyen et al. (2022); 

Ng & Feldman 

(2010) 

Pedagogical and 

Instructional 

Practices 

EMI effectiveness improves 

when first-language resources, 

scaffolded instruction, and 

interactive pedagogy are 

incorporated 

Validates bilingual and 

CLIL-informed 

pedagogies over 

monolingual EMI models 

Curle et al. (2020); 

Yang (2015); M. 

(2018); Xie & Curle 

(2020) 

Institutional and 

Policy Alignment 

Persistent misalignment between 

EMI policy goals 

(internationalisation, 

competitiveness) and classroom-

level linguistic realities 

Reveals structural 

constraints limiting EMI 

effectiveness; highlights 

policy-driven rather than 

pedagogy-driven 

implementation 

Aizawa & Rose 

(2019); Shimauchi 

(2018); Guo et al. 

(2022) 

Socioeconomic and 

Contextual 

Moderators 

Learner outcomes are moderated 

by socioeconomic status, parental 

education, and institutional 

support structures 

Extends EMI research 

beyond language 

variables toward equity 

and access considerations 

Muttaqin et al. 

(2022); Guo et al. 

(2022) 

Multilingual and 

Translanguaging 

Resources 

Strategic use of multilingual 

resources enhances 

comprehension, engagement, and 

academic confidence without 

Supports translanguaging 

theory and rejects deficit 

views of multilingual 

learners 

Yang (2015); M. 

(2018); Zhang & 

Pladevall-Ballester 

(2023) 
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undermining English 

development 

 

The table 1 summary shows some uniform indications of how English proficiency operates as a part of a 

larger ecosystem of learning variables. The psychological and pedagogical elements continuously become 

mediators, supporting the necessity to get out of deficit-driven models of proficiency. These results all contribute 

to the redefining of EMI that treasures multilingual competence and learner agency. 

 

 

3. Research Limitations 

Although of significant importance, the literature on English-medium instruction (EMI) and English 

proficiency has revealed that there are still a few systematic constraints that limit theoretical development. The 

major weakness is that most studies also rely on cross-sectional research designs, thus preventing the realization 

of the changes in developing English proficiency across the timeframe working in EMI settings (Aizawa et al., 

2020; Zhou and Thompson, 2023). These designs are likely to represent proficiency as a fixed quality instead of 

a dynamic competency that is still developed through instructional practice and connection with the learner. Also, 

the empirical attention of EMI studies is still highly skewed in East Asian systems of higher education, specifically 

in Japan and China, which is why it is frequently difficult to generalize research results to other multilingual 

localities with different sociolinguistic settings (Aizawa and Rose, 2019; Shimauchi, 2018).  

A second major limitation is related to the operationalisation of English proficiency. Numerous studies use 

mostly standardized scores of language tests, which are not a sufficient measure of academic literacy, language 

use in disciplines-based literacy discipline and interactional competence needed in EMI classrooms (Lee, 2024; 

Macaro et al., 2018). Moreover, the approach of using self-reported measures, particularly under research on 

motivation and self-efficacy, has raised an issue with the presence of bias in the responses and the construct 

validity (Nguyen et al., 2022; Thompson et al., 2022). Taken together, these drawbacks emphasize that further, 

context-specific, and longitudinal studies on the topic of English proficiency in multilingual EMI have to be 

carried out. 

4. Future Research Directions 

To enhance theoretical and empirical insights into the state of the English proficiency towards the 

multilingual EMI settings, the future studies are to adopt the longitudinal and mixed-method designs in which 

language competence is contextually and dynamically developing. The longitudinal studies can help to fill in 

missing results on the interplay between English proficiency and academic literacy, self-efficacy, and disciplinary 

learning across a period of time (Aizawa et al., 2020; Zhou and Thompson, 2023). On the methodological level, 

a combination of quantitative values with observations in classrooms and discourse analysis would be more 

informative to learn the way proficiency is practiced within an actual classroom.  

The importance of translanguaging and multilingual pedagogies should also be given a higher priority in 

future research and discuss the ways in which learners strategically use the first-language resources to promote 

comprehension and conceptual knowledge in EMI classes (Yang, 2015; M., 2018). To improve the external 

validity of the theoretical methods, it is necessary to extend empirical research beyond East Asian settings to 

include a variety of institutional and sociolinguistic settings (Guo et al., 2022). Additionally, it can enhance 

comprehension of the role of motivation, self-efficacy, and socioeconomic variables of the mediation of the 

association between English proficiency and academic achievement by incorporating human capital and socio-

cognitive models (Ng and Feldman, 2010; Muttaqin et al., 2022). Lastly, alternative assessment models that 

predict academic and disciplinary literacy development are also important to reshape the English proficiency in 

multilingual higher education. 

5. Conclusion 

The theoretical review has redefined the concept of English proficiency in multilingual EMI situations as 

a dynamic, multidimensional concept as opposed to a condition that a student needs to meet before engaging in 

academic activities. The review shows that English proficiency as the sole predictor of academic achievement in 

EMI is not valid and that a deeper analysis is required based on sixteen research articles chosen. Rather, the 

outcomes of learning rely on the complex interplay of psychological aspects, pedagogical methods concerns, 
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institutional forms, and multilingual resources (Curle et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2022). The results undermine 

the assumptions of minilanguage and deficit in most EMI policies and emphasize the significance of agency, self-

efficacy, and primary language mediation in facilitating academic engagement in learners.  

This review highlights the importance of not limiting theoretical frameworks and empirical studies to 

threshold-related conceptualisations of proficiency but rather to context-related and inclusive conceptualisations 

(Lee, 2024; Macaro et al., 2018). The research limitations, as well as future directions, identified are also 

additional indicators that facilitate the necessity of implementing longitudinal, multilingual, and interdisciplinary 

studies on EMI. Altogether, this review leads to a more theoretically based perspective of English proficiency, 

providing a significant implication towards EMI policy, pedagogy, and research in the international higher 

education setting. 

 

 

 

References  

• Lee, S. Y. (2024). Theoretical framework for the empirical analysis of English-medium instruction 

competence outcomes. Social Sciences & Humanities Open, 9, Article 100893. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2024.100893 

• Aizawa, I., & Rose, H. (2019). An analysis of Japan’s English-medium instruction initiatives within 

higher education: The gap between meso-level policy and micro-level practice. Higher Education, 77(6), 

1125–1142. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0323-5 

• Aizawa, I., Rose, H., Thompson, G., & Curle, S. (2020). Beyond the threshold: Exploring English 

language proficiency, linguistic challenges, and academic language skills of Japanese students in an 

English-medium instruction program. Language Teaching Research, 27(4), 837–861. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168820965510 

• Guo, L., He, Y., & Wang, S. (2022). An evaluation of English-medium instruction in higher education: 

Influencing factors and effects. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development. Advance online 

publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2107654 

• Curle, S., Yuksel, D., Soruç, A., & Altay, M. (2020). Predictors of English-medium instruction academic 

success: English proficiency versus first language medium. System, 95, Article 102378. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102378 

• M., Y. (2018). The effectiveness of a bilingual education program at a Chinese university: A case study 

of social science majors. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 21(8), 897–912. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2016.1231164 

• Macaro, E., Curle, S., Pun, J., An, J., & Dearden, J. (2018). A systematic review of English-medium 

instruction in higher education. Language Teaching, 51(1), 36–76. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444817000350 

• Muttaqin, S., Chuang, H. H., Lin, C.-H., & Cheng, M. M. (2022). When proficiency and education matter: 

The mediating role of English proficiency and the moderating effect of parents’ education in the SES–

academic achievement relationship during EMI. SAGE Open, 12(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440221103542 

• Nguyen, P.-B.-T., Degrave, P., Van Steendam, E., & Sercu, L. (2022). Self-determination in EMI 

education: A study of university students’ motivation in Vietnam. Journal of English-Medium Instruction, 

1(1), 65–84. https://doi.org/10.1075/jemi.21020.val 

• Ng, T. W. H., & Feldman, D. C. (2010). Human capital and objective indicators of career success: The 

mediating effects of cognitive ability and conscientiousness. Journal of Occupational and 

Organizational Psychology, 83(2), 207–235. https://doi.org/10.1348/096317909X414584 

• Thompson, G., Aizawa, I., Curle, S., & Rose, H. (2022). Exploring the role of self-efficacy beliefs in 

learner success in English-medium instruction. International Journal of Bilingual Education and 

Bilingualism, 25(1), 196–209. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1651819 

• Xie, W., & Curle, S. (2020). Success in English-medium instruction in China: Significant indicators and 

implications. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 25(2), 585–597. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1703898 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0323-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168820965510
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2107654
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102378
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2016.1231164
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444817000350
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440221103542
https://doi.org/10.1075/jemi.21020.val
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317909X414584
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1703898


Vol-11 Issue-6 2025   IJARIIE-ISSN(O)-2395-4396 
 

27896 ijariie.com 2087 

• Yang, W. (2015). Content and language integrated learning next in Asia: Evidence of learners’ 

achievement in CLIL education from a Taiwan tertiary degree programme. International Journal of 

Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 18(4), 361–382. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2014.904840 

• Shimauchi, S. (2018). English-medium instruction in the internationalization of higher education in 

Japan: Rationales and issues. Educational Studies in Japan, 12, 77–90. 

https://doi.org/10.7571/esjkyoiku.12.77 

• Zhang, M., & Pladevall-Ballester, E. (2023). Students’ English-medium instruction motivation in three 

English-medium instruction courses in China. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, Article 1077852. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1077852 

• Zhou, S., & Thompson, G. (2023). Exploring the role of English proficiency, self-efficacy, and 

motivation in listening for learners transitioning to an English-medium transnational university in China. 

System, 113, Article 102998. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2022.102998 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2014.904840
https://doi.org/10.7571/esjkyoiku.12.77
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1077852

