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English is increasingly being used as a medium of instruction (EMI) in many 
institutions for teaching academic subjects, such as physical science and 
medicine. Although research evidence is emerging to support the positive effects 
EMI has on student learning such as preparing them for professional careers 
and improving their English language proficiency, students also encountre 
challenges when studying through EMI, particularly linguistic related challenges. 
This study aims to investigate the challenges that medical students face when 
learning medicine through EMI in medical context in Saudi Arabia. To achieve 
this aim, a mixed-method research approach was adopted.A questionnaire was 
distributed to 373 students studying at four medical schools, and follow-up 
with semi-structured interviews with 60 students. The findings revealed that 
students encountered numerous challenges when studying medicine through 
EMI including reading medical materials, understanding lectures taught purely 
in English, giving presentaions and speaking fluently. Notably, these challenges 
were more salient in the students’ first or second years of their university 
studies, however dissipated as students progressed in their studies. Pedagogical 
implications of these findings are discussed.
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Introduction

Recently, the trend of using English as the medium of instruction (EMI) has gained 
significant momentum in higher education (HE) institutions worldwide. This approach is 
defined as “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. 18). EMI in medical education uniquely supports the acquisition 
of critical medical terminologies and professional medical genres, such as writing medical 
reports (van Wyk, 2014). This focus enhances global professional medical genres, which are 
imperative given the international nature of medical research and practice. Such emphasis 
distinguishes EMI in medical education significantly from other disciplines where EMI may 
primarily focus on general language acquisition and academic fluency. EMI is purported to 
improve students’ English language proficiency, believed to enhance students’ employability, 
increases institutional rankings, and facilitates access to cutting-edge global research 
knowledge (Macaro et al., 2018; Curle et al., 2020a). The adoption of EMI is particularly 
impactful in the field of medical sciences, where precision in medical terminology and staying 
updated with international medical research are paramount (Almoallim et al., 2010; Wu 
et al., 2023).
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This study distinctly contributes to the field of English medium 
instruction (EMI) and Content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL) by demonstrating how these educational frameworks 
enhance both language proficiency and medical-specific skills in 
Saudi Arabian medical students. It provides empirical data showing 
that EMI not only improves English language skills (Ball and 
Lindsay, 2013; Jiang et  al., 2024) but also equips students with 
crucial professional competencies needed in the global healthcare 
environment (Alqarni et al., 2024). The research explicitly links 
these educational approaches with the development of critical 
thinking, problem-solving, and effective communication skills in a 
medical context, filling a significant void in the existing literature 
that often overlooks the specific needs of medical education in 
non-English speaking regions. This detailed examination of EMI 
and CLIL within such a specialised and high-stakes field marks a 
pivotal advancement in understanding their broader applicability 
and impact (Werther et al., 2014).

Background of the study

EMI in Saudi medical schools

Although Saudi Arabia (SA) does not have a colonial past, it is one 
of the monolingual countries that have: adopted English as the 
medium of instruction (MOI) in  higher education. EMI in 
Saudi Arabia has been exponentially growing in the last decade. In SA, 
Arabic is the official language and is used as the language of instruction 
across all levels of education. However, with the recent changes seen 
in globalisation, modernisation policies and the emergence of 
Saudisation (i.e., the process of affirmative action for Saudis) after 
2003, the government began more intentionally internationalising its 
HE institutions by positioning English as a medium for academic 
knowledge production (Mahboob and Elyas, 2014). This has resulted 
in adopting English as a MOI for teaching science subjects such as 
mathematics, engineering, and computer science. Notably, one area of 
HE that has always adopted English as its MOI is medicine (Raffaa 
et al., 2024). From the very beginning, since the first medical school 
in SA (King Saud University) was opened in 1967, educational policies 
instituted that English would be the MOI for medicine (Alshareef 
et al., 2018; Yüksel et al., 2022). Within 8 years, four medical schools 
were established at four universities: King Abdul-Aziz University, 
King Faisal University, Umm Al-Qura University and King Saud 
University branch in Abha. Since 2000, SA has undergone a 
fundamental change driven to excellence and recognition by 
international agencies and institutions. At this stage, many new 
medical colleges have been established. From 2000 to 2008, 25 medical 
colleges joined the original five medical schools, 25 of which are 
government funded and free for all Saudi students, all offering EMI 
courses. These schools adopted various new teaching and learning 
approaches: problem-based and student-centred approaches 
(Telmesani et al., 2011). The assessment of students’ knowledge and 
their performance is based on both written (portfolios) and oral 
communication (objective structured clinical examinations; Bajammal 
et al., 2008). These schools are under constant pressure to increase 
graduate numbers in order to cover the shortage of physicians in Saudi 
healthcare settings and achieve Saudisation (Barnawi and 
Al-Hawsawi, 2017).

The rationales behind adopting English as the MOI for medical 
education in SA were the lack of medical resources available in the 
Arabic language, the status of English as the language of science, the 
need for international communication and professional preparedness 
(Xie and Curle, 2020; Alhamami and Almelhi, 2021). In addition, the 
establishment of the Saudi Medical Licensure Examination (SMLE), a 
national exam assessing recent graduates’ and foreign professionals’ 
readiness to practise medicine or matriculate to further postgraduate 
training (Bajammal et al., 2008), was one of the reasons for teaching 
medicine in English, as the exam is conducted in English. This study 
provides an original contribution by examining the challenges medical 
students face due to top-down imposed EMI policies. Adopting EMI 
aids in integrating language learning with medical content, enhancing 
students’ engagement with subject-specific discourse and their 
preparation for international professional environments (also see 
Elyas and Al-Hoorie, 2024). This research illuminates how EMI 
supports language proficiency and professional readiness in medical 
education within a non-English speaking context.

Challenges associated with English 
medium instruction

Despite the popularity and extensive implementation of EMI in 
many foreign language countries, implementing the EMI policy in 
HE institutions is still widely debated, and a number of challenges 
have been raised regarding the teaching and learning of content 
exclusively in English (Aizawa et al., 2020; Soruç et al., 2021). These 
challenges are broadly identified in terms of the challenges of EMI 
programmes, the challenges of teaching (challenges that teachers face) 
and learning the content in a foreign language (challenges that 
students face). Although many institutions have established EMI 
programmes, several factors hinder the success of these programmes. 
These include a lack of instructional materials, limited focus on 
teaching the required workplace skills and a lack of training for the 
lecturers. For example, Yang et al. (2019) identified limited materials 
as one of the main obstacles to the success of EMI programmes in 
China. They found that a shortage of appropriate teaching materials 
such as textbooks written in English and a lack of focus on teaching 
professional communication skills stand as barriers to the success of 
EMI medical programmes. Students educational background is 
another problem facing the success of EMI programmes. Many 
students in non-English speaking countries learn subject matter in the 
L1, and when they start university, they find challenges in terms of 
transition (from local language to English) and new teaching 
environment (Aizawa and McKinley, 2020). For example, Aizawa and 
Rose’s (2020) study of the transition stage of Japanese undergraduates 
reveals that students who attended Japanese medium high schools 
have less academic vocabulary size and are likely to encounter 
academic challenges at the university compared to those who learned 
through English.

Another issue impeding the effectiveness and success of EMI is 
the dearth of EMI-specific training programmes. Tsui and Ngo (2017) 
argue that such training programmes equip teachers with the skills 
needed for teaching EMI content, update them with teaching 
approaches and help them address students’ language difficulties. In 
their recent examination of the EMI Omani and Taiwan contexts, Hua 
(2019) Alhassan et al. (2021) and identified challenges faced by both 
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EMI teachers and students and concluded that teachers need to 
understand students’ challenges in order to help them overcome those 
challenges. To do so, they need to have systematic training and 
professional development. This need was also highlighted in other 
global contexts, France and Turkey. Dearden’s et al. (2016) (Turkey) 
and Ben Hammou and Kesbi (2021) (France) studies showed that even 
though teachers supported an EMI policy, they criticised the way it 
was implemented. Particularly the lack of teacher preparation and 
training. They therefore recommended EMI-specific training 
programmes to prepare teachers, to equip them with the most up-to-
date teaching methods and teaching strategies to support students in 
learning new contents and the foreign language in an integrated way. 
Finally, teachers delivering courses in English in health-related fields 
face unique challenges, such as the need to simplify complex medical 
concepts without compromising academic rigor. Research by Kim 
et al. (2024) indicates that this balance is difficult to achieve and often 
requires additional pedagogical support and resources to ensure 
effective instruction.

Research has also focused on the challenges related to teaching 
content using EMI (Troudi, 2009; Aizawa, 2024). Although some 
studies have reported that teaching the content in English is easier for 
professors than teaching in their first languages (Airey, 2012; Barrios 
et al., 2016), some research has shown that many teachers encounter 
numerous challenges, including linguistic and pedagogical challenges, 
when teaching the content in an additional language (Pun and 
Thomas, 2020; Soruç et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2022). A frequent 
theme that has emerged in research is teachers’ limited English 
competency for delivering advanced EMI content (Lasagabaster and 
Sierra, 2009; Ozer, 2020). This linguistic issue was highlighted in Tren’s 
(2017, p. 38) study. Tren argued that one of the largest challenges in 
EMI programme is finding a faculty who are able to present lectures 
completely in English. Part of the reason for this difficulty is clearly 
related to language. These challenges have been observed in teachers’ 
teaching practices. For example, Costa and Mariotti (2017) found that 
teachers speak more slowly and use more repetition, and formal style 
and Dimova and Kling’s (2018) assessment of language proficiency of 
EMI teachers reveals that teachers encounter difficulties in explaining 
information in different ways for lack of specific vocabularies. 
Similarly, in Danish EMI classrooms, Nilas et al. (2016) examined the 
difficulties Danish practitioners face when teaching and found that 
they experience challenges in speaking fluently and with clear 
pronunciation. Another challenge facing EMI instructors is the 
students’ low level of English language proficiency. Barrios’s et  al. 
(2016) and Ben Hammou and Kesbi (2021) studies of French and 
Spanish EMI classrooms highlighted how students’ levels of English 
are important for the success of EMI. In their investigation, they found 
that classes with low-English-level students demotivate instructors to 
teach the content in English effectively, as teachers are not able to 
cover content in depth. To overcome this problem and facilitate 
comprehension of the content, many instructors tend to use students’ 
L1 ortranslanguaged or simplified their English language when 
teaching. The practice of translanguaging is often perceived as an 
effective strategy for teaching EMI content to ensure students’ 
understanding of content knowledge (see Kleyn and García, 2019; 
García and Kleifgen, 2020; Genc et al., 2023). Recent studies highlight 
that students in health-related EMI programs frequently struggle with 
the high linguistic demands of medical terminology, which is often 
less familiar and more complex than general language use (Besa, 2014; 

Huang et al., 2024). These linguistic barriers can lead to significant 
misunderstandings in both learning and practical applications, 
impacting student outcomes negatively.

Furthermore, research has highlighted pedagogical challenges 
manifested in workloads more time on preparation, adopting new 
teaching methodologies and limited class time where teachers cannot 
cover the assigned materials on time (Airey, 2011; Hung and Lan, 
2017; Ruegg, 2021). For example, Bradford’s (2015) observation of 
Japanese EMI classrooms revealed that some instructors watered 
down the curriculum when teaching the content through EMI. In this 
regard, Galloway (2017) concluded that teaching through EMI 
requires extra time, as teachers need to repeat information and use 
more examples, especially when teaching low-English-level students. 
This demonstrates the strong effect challenges have on teaching and 
learning through EMI. This study therefore focuses on challenges in 
the Saudi EMI medical context.

Students’ challenges in learning content 
through EMI

Learning disciplinary knowledge through an additional language 
and at the same time learning that language as well as professionally 
relevant genres bring academic and non-academic challenges 
(linguistics and psychological challenges) for many students (Dearden 
et  al., 2016; Ruiz-Madrid and Fortanet-Gómez, 2023). These 
challenges are anticipated, especially in the context of English as a 
foreign language, where students have limited levels of English (Heugh 
et al., 2017; Wilang and Nupong, 2022). Much research has examined 
students’ challenges related to learning subject content through 
EMI. For instance, recently, Pun and Jin’s (2021) investigation of the 
Chinese EMI classroom reveals that a lack of vocabulary knowledge 
and unfamiliarity with disciplinary language appear to be one of the 
significant factors that impede students understanding learning 
materials and comprehension of lectures as well as their 
communications in the classroom. Aizawa et al.s’ (2020) study of the 
Japanese EMI context shows that speaking and reading skills were the 
most difficult skills students found when learning the content through 
EMI. In two different (yet similar) geographical contexts, Korea and 
Singapore, Bolton et al. (2017) and Kim (2017) found that students 
encounter difficulties in reading course materials, writing academic 
texts and participating in group discussions in English. Similarly, 
Kamaşak et  al. (2021) looked at the experience of 498 students 
learning content through EMI in Turkey and found that students 
experienced difficulties in all language skills. Particularly challenging 
were writing for academic purposes and in-class EMI speaking.

In the medical context, Yang et  al. (2019) observed similar 
struggles among Chinese first-year pharmacy students. They found 
that students have difficulties in understanding content and 
expressing empathy to patients and are unfamiliar with technical 
vocabulary. Such challenges were also experienced by Arab 
undergraduate students. Alazemi’s (2017) and Ali’s (2020) studies 
of Kuwaiti Omani students’ experiences of learning subject matter 
in English revealed that many students face difficulties in 
understanding content knowledge, comprehending oral lectures, 
asking questions during lectures and responding to examination 
questions. In the Saudi context, using EMI for teaching science 
subjects also resulted in a number of challenges, including 
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TABLE 1 Student participant profiles.

Feature Profile

Student Numbers 373

Age 18–26 years

Level of study 1 year 46 12

2 years 85 23%

3 years 68 18%

4 years 78 21%

5 years 72 19%

6 years 24 6%

School type Government 245 66%

Private 114 31%

International school 12 3%

difficulties in understanding reading materials, writing for medical 
purposes and understanding lectures delivered purely in English 
(Gaffas, 2016; Al-Kahtany and Alhamami, 2022). Consequently, 
these challenges adversely affect the academic performance of 
students, especially those with limited proficiency in English. This 
results in poor grades, leading to confusion, demotivation, and a 
sense of being “lost in translation.” Such experiences may ultimately 
lead to some students dropping out or changing their majors (Ebad, 
2014, p. 141). In fact, these challenges are not only experienced by 
students who study EMI content in English as a foreign language 
context, international students studying in English-speaking 
countries, for example in Australia, also found difficulties in 
understanding course content, reading medical journals and 
writing for medical contexts (Kay-Lambkin et  al., 2002; Fang 
et al., 2006).

Studies have also shown that the level of students’ learning 
difficulties in EMI classes varies depending on students’ 
experiences in learning the subject in English and their English 
proficiency levels (Gaffas, 2016; Kir, 2024). In particular, first-and 
second-year students were found to struggle more in 
understanding EMI content than senior students (Kim, 2017). 
These linguistic challenges increase students’ study workloads, 
requiring additional study time and extra effort (Hellekjær, 2009; 
Huang and Lu, 2022; Jones et al., 2022). These challenges also 
negatively impact students’ learning experiences, causing anxiety 
and a lack of confidence (Lei and Hu, 2014; Bolton et al., 2017; 
Thompson et al., 2019). Researchers across these contexts argue 
that such challenges hinder students’ comprehension of the 
content and cause significant impacts on their learning 
experiences in these EMI contexts. In addition, Schleppegrell 
(2007) stressed the importance of students’ familiarity with 
disciplinary knowledge as it is important for facilitating content 
comprehension. She also indicated that learning the content 
through an additional language requires students to invest extra 
effort as they learn the language and content 
knowledge simultaneously.

Some researchers (see Curle et al., 2020b; Altay et al., 2022) have 
found that students’ English proficiency was not a significant predictor 
of EMI academic success. These studies suggest that students’ 
linguistic challenges stem from their lack of proficiency in the 
language of instruction, which hinders students’ understanding of the 
content and thus affects their academic performance. This supports 
Yuksel’s et al. (2021) findings which showed that the more proficient 
students were in English, the higher they achieved in their EMI 
academic courses. Rose et al. (2020) also argued that knowledge of 
academic English is a significant predictor of students’ success in EMI, 
thus, students’ language proficiency needs to be considered when 
designing such EMI courses. To overcome these challenges, 
researchers emphasise the need for language support systems to equip 
students with the academic language skills needed for discipline 
specific activities in EMI programmes (Galloway and Ruegg, 2020; 
Yuan et al., 2023). They argue that such support would address the 
linguistics challenges encountered by students across their EMI 
studies as well as raise their confidence to be more successful in their 
EMI courses. Medical students, particularly, are expected to have high 
English proficiency and thus expected to struggle less in EMI contexts. 
Nevertheless, very little attention has been paid to this area of research. 
Thus, this study aims to understand the experiences of medical 

students who study medicine EMI in a foreign language context. It 
specifically aims to examine the challenges that medical students face 
when learning content through English only in Saudi medical schools.

Methodology

Context of the study

This study took place at four public medical schools in two 
Saudi Arabian cities. All four schools use English as the MOI, 
with the aim of preparing students with the academic skills 
needed for their future careers in medicine. Three of these offer 
separate male and female sections for medical instruction. The 
fourth university’s medical programme was established solely for 
female students. These schools use different learning and 
teaching approaches, such as the problem-based learning 
approach, and are equipped with laboratories stocked with 
teaching aids, such as human anatomical models. These 
programmes are taught by professionals representing a diverse 
number of nationalities, such as Saudis, Egyptians, Sudanese, 
American, British, Indians and Pakistanis. Admission to these 
schools is generally determined by students’ achievements in 
high school: high school grade point average and the scores of 
the two national exams, namely, the general aptitude test and the 
standard achievement admission test. These programmes span 
7 years, and students are required to study in a preparatory year 
programme (PYP) during the first year to equip them with the 
skills needed for EMI university courses and complete an 
internship in their final year.

Participants
Using random sampling, 373 students studying medicine at these 

four medical schools participated in the study. The students’ ages 
ranged from 18 to 26 years, with the majority of them (n = 227) aged 
between 21 and 23 years, as illustrated in Table 1. All students enrolled 
in these schools were undergraduate Saudi students speaking Arabic 
as their mother tongue.

The students represented six levels of study: from Year 1 to Year 6. 
A majority of these students (66%) graduated from public schools, 
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where they learned their content subjects in Arabic. Most of them 
studied English as a foreign language throughout their primary and 
secondary education. The students’ proficiency levels in English were 
assessed through a self-evaluating scale; 32% rated themselves as “very 
good,” 31% as “excellent,” 7% as “good” and only one (i.e., 3%) rated 
as having an “acceptable” level.

Study design

This study adopted a mixed-method research approach to 
comprehensively understand the challenges faced by medical 
students in Saudi  Arabia under English medium instruction 
(EMI). This approach, integrating both quantitative and 
qualitative methods, allowed for a more nuanced exploration of 
the students’ experiences (Pun and Curle, 2022). Quantitatively, 
we utilized a structured questionnaire to collect broad-based data 
on students’ challenges and backgrounds. This questionnaire was 
carefully designed, drawing on validated instruments and tailored 
to the specific context of Saudi Arabian medical education. To 
enhance the reliability of the questionnaire, we conducted a pilot 
study involving 8 students from a separate but similar cohort to 
the main study group (see Curle, 2018). The pilot results were 
used to adjust question phrasing and scale sensitivity, ensuring 
clarity and respondent understanding. The reliability of the final 
questionnaire was confirmed via a Cronbach’s alpha calculation, 
which yielded an alpha of 0.87, indicating good internal 
consistency (De Vaus, 2013; Luu and Hoang, 2022). Descriptive 
statistics were used to analyse quantitative data. Qualitatively, 
we conducted semi-structured interviews to delve deeper into the 
nuances of students’ experiences and perspectives. These 
interviews provided rich, detailed data that complemented and 
expanded upon the questionnaire findings. The interview guide 
was developed based on the themes identified in the questionnaire 
results, ensuring that the questions were open-ended to elicit 
detailed responses and additional insights into the challenges 
faced. To validate the interview questions, a trial interview session 

was conducted with five volunteers who were not part of the study 
but shared similar characteristics with the target population. 
Feedback from these sessions was used to adjust the questions to 
avoid ambiguity and bias, enhancing the construct validity of the 
instrument. Each interview was recorded and transcribed 
verbatim, with transcripts reviewed for accuracy by two 
independent researchers. A subset of interviews was coded 
independently by two researchers to calculate inter-rater 
reliability, which was satisfactory and indicated a strong 
agreement (Kappa = 0.82). Open coding (i.e., interview data was 
broken down into discrete parts and significant themes and 
patterns were identified without preconceived categories) was 
used to analyse the qualitative data (Orafi and Borg, 2009; 
Blair, 2015).

By employing this mixed-method approach, the study captures a 
comprehensive picture of the linguistic and pedagogical challenges 
encountered in EMI settings, ensuring both breadth and depth in the 
analysis. This comprehensive approach aligns with CLIL 
methodologies by exploring not just linguistic proficiency but also the 
integrative learning experiences that are crucial for mastering medical 
discourse in a second language.

Instrument and procedure
This study used a mixed-method research design to gain a better 

understanding of the students’ experiences in the EMI context (Punch, 
2013). Data were collected through a questionnaire and semi-structured 
interviews from four Saudi medical schools. After ethical approvals 
were granted from the universities and the students gave their consent, 
373 students completed the questionnaire, and 60 students volunteered 
for a follow-up interview. This questionnaire drew on a validated recent 
study (AlBakri, 2017), with new items added and existing items 
modified to suit the Saudi Arabian context and address the aim of the 
study. The questionnaire comprised 22 questions divided into two main 
sections, seeking information on the students’ backgrounds (e.g., age, 
level of the study) and the challenges they experienced when learning 
medicine through English only (e.g., “I found difficulty in reading 
course materials”). The questionnaire was translated into Arabic to 
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FIGURE 1

Comparison of students’ linguistic challenges.
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avoid any misunderstandings that might result from the students’ 
English language proficiency (Rubin and Babbie, 2016, p. 127). Once 
the Arabic version was finalised, it was reviewed by two English-Arab-
speaking teachers to ensure the quality of the translations (Riazi, 2016, 
p. 261). Then, it was piloted with 12 students studying medicine at some 
of the targeted medical schools and revised accordingly, e.g., any items 
reported as unclear were rephrased (see Bryman, 2016).

The second instrument used was a semi-structured interview to 
elaborate on and provide a detailed description and justification of the 
students’ answers to the questionnaires’ questions (e.g., “What 
challenges do you face when teaching medicine using English only?”). 
Prior to the actual interviews, an e-mail follow-up was sent to the 
participants 1 day before the interview was scheduled to take place 
with a reminder about the scheduled interview date, time and location. 
Most of the interviews were conducted outside class hours in quiet 
areas on campus, such as an empty classroom or the university library. 
The interviews were conducted individually and lasted from 10 
to 15 min.

Data analysis
The data obtained from the questionnaires were analysed 

quantitatively using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) software version 11. Following the initial statistical analysis, 
descriptive analyses using means were employed to bring objectivity 
to the results of the study (Punch, 2013). The data obtained from the 
interviews were transcribed first, translated into English and then 
analysed qualitatively through a thematic analysis (Bryman, 2008).

Findings

This study examined the challenges medical students 
encounter when learning the content of medicine through EMI in 
medical context. The analysis of the questionnaire and the 

interviews illuminated four major linguistic challenges: 
understanding pure English lectures, oral communication skills, 
reading course materials and writing for medical purposes. Across 
these challenges, the quantitative data revealed that writing for 
academic purposes is the most challenging skill that the students 
encounter (39% = very challenging and 32% = extremely 
challenging), followed by receptive skills of reading and listening 
(38% = very challenging and 26% = extremely challenging), and 
speaking skills (37% = very challenging and 24% = extremely 
challenging), as illustrated in Figure 1. Notably, the challenges 
that the students highlighted were salient among the younger 
students (i.e., first-and second-year students). The development 
of these skills is essential for mastering the academic and 
professional genres typical of medical disciplines (e.g., medical 
report and reading medical articles), reflecting the core goals of 
CLIL to foster both language and disciplinary literacy.

Challenges in writing skills

When looking closely at each skill assessed in the study, the 
analysis clearly shows that the students particularly highlighted the 
importance of writing for academic purposes, emphasising its role in 
their academic success and communication abilities. As shown in 
Figure  2, they consistently found “taking notes during lectures” 
(4.03),1 “answering examination questions” (3.96) and “writing 
assignments in English” (3.85) to be the most challenging tasks they 
face in the medical EMI classroom.

1 To facilitate data analysis, the means were interpreted as follows: 1.00–

1.80 = strongly disagree; 1.81–2.60 = disagree; 2.61–3.40 = neutral; 3.41–

4.20 = agree; 4.21–5.00 = strongly agree.

FIGURE 2

Student’s challenges in writing skills.
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These findings were reinforced in the interview data, where 
the students interviewed highlighted the difficulties they face 
with basic writing skills (e.g., grammar, spelling and organisation 
of ideas), especially when writing for academic purposes (e.g., 
writing a medical report, writing classroom assignment). One of 
the key writing challenges students encountered, especially in 
their first year, was writing notes in English. As a result, many of 
them chose to write their classroom notes in Arabic  
during lectures (e.g., “I use Arabic when… writing notes during 
lectures to catch up with the lecture” [S12-2]). Then, after  
class, they would rewrite their notes in English, as S7-3  
described:

“I used to write my notes in Arabic in the first year because (I) 
could not write them in English directly, especially when the 
teacher speaks fast. And when get back home, I rewrite them in 
English.” [S7-3]

Notably, when talking about their experiences, the high-level-
English students frequently recounted how their difficulties with 
grammatical accuracy and clear writing were most salient in their 
first years (years 1 and 2). S58-6 indicated that she “faced 
difficulty with writing a paper with correct grammar and free 
(of) spelling mistakes in [her] first years.” Other students 
expressed a similar experience, recounting how it was difficult 
for them to write in their early years, but that they grew more 
confident and proficient later on.

“It was really difficult to write in my first year, but now it becomes 
easier; I  can write my assignment and notes directly in 
English.” [S32-4]

“Writing was very difficult for me when I started my program, 
however, I noticed that it has remarkably improved, I can write a 
research paper now without much struggle.” [S55-5]

“Responding to the first-year exam questions was a challenge for 
me, but now I understand their instruction and able to answer 
them confidently.” [S32-4]

The students also expressed how they become more confident 
in their writing (e.g., “Compared to last year, I feel that my writing 
skill has developed in terms of vocabulary and spelling” [S49-3]; 
“My writing notably improved compared to the last year; I learned 
a lot and become more confident in writing different types of 
essays” [S48-3]).

In conclusion, this study underscores the evolving nature of 
students’ writing challenges in a medical EMI context. Initially, 
students grapple with basic writing skills and adapting to English 
for note-taking and academic assignments. However, with time 
and practice, their proficiency notably improves, as evidenced by 
their increased confidence and ability to write directly in English. 
These findings highlight the importance of continued support 
and tailored strategies in the early stages of EMI programs to 
facilitate smoother transitions and enhanced academic success in 
writing skills.

Challenges in receptive skills

The second linguistic challenge that the students face is receptive 
skills (reading and understanding). The analysis of the questionnaire 

FIGURE 3

Students’ challenges in reading and understanding EMI content.
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revealed that a majority of the students (>63%) indicated great difficulty 
in reading and understanding the EMI content. As illustrated in Figure 3, 
the students found difficulty in “understanding examination questions” 
(3.92), “reading medical materials” (3.77), “understanding new technical 
terms and concepts” (3.66) and “understanding lectures given purely in 
English” (3.65).

These results are consistent with the students’ views in the interviews, 
in which many of them commented on how they encountered difficulties 
in reading and understanding English language in the context of 
medicine, particularly in their first year. For instance, S12-3 and S20-2 
expressed difficulties in reading and understanding course materials, such 
as medical textbooks and medical articles. To understand these materials, 
they spend extra effort and much time translating the new  
words or terms into their L1 and then understanding them, whereas the 
others who are proficient in English take much less time studying.

“I faced difficulties in understanding the reading references and 
the course materials (e.g., textbook) as I met many new medical 
terms that I am not familiar with. Thus, I spend much time to 
search for their meaning, translating them into Arabic and then 
understand them.” [S-17-5]

“In order to understand a lecture, I read it three times, the 
first reading is just for previewing, the second reading is for 
searching for unfamiliar terms and translate them, and the 
third one is for assuring my understanding and this requires 
longer time.” [S49-3]

“I struggled a lot in my first year. I did not understand much. 
I used to translate many words to understand the topic.” [S13-5]

Challenges in oral communication skills

Another linguistic challenge the students face is oral 
communication skills. The majority of them (>85%) reported that they 
struggled most with “giving oral presentations confidently’ (3.82), 
“answering teachers’ questions” (3.73), “participating in group 
discussions” (3.73), “asking questions during the lectures” (3.71), 
“pronouncing medical terms correctly” (3.62) and “speaking fluently” 
(3.60; see Figure 4).

The interview data supported these findings. The students 
described their difficulty in speaking fluently (e.g., “One of the 
challenges I  faced is speaking fluently” [S5-2]), giving 
presentations (e.g., “I also found difficulties in giving oral 
presentation in front of the class” [S4-2]), and pronouncing 
medical terms (e.g., “Pronouncing new technical terms are 
difficult for me” [S12-2]). Similar to the difficulties described in 
the section on writing challenges, the data reinforced how these 
challenges were more salient in the students’ first and 
second years:

“I was not able to speak fluently when I was in my first year, 
particularly when giving presentations” [S26-4].

“The most difficulties I encountered in my first year was speaking 
in front of the classroom. That [is] because we had no experience 
in giving presentation in high schools.” [S26-4]

One of the main reasons the students cited for their difficulty was 
their lack of confidence, in which many of them indicated that they 
felt stressed and anxious when trying to express themselves or present 
their work in English, particularly in their first years:

FIGURE 4

Students’ challenges in oral communication skills.
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“I felt that I could not speak like other students and had lack of 
confident and this causes many psychological problems I  still 
suffer from.” [S25-4]

“I was unable to speak in the classroom confidently, and this 
affected me negatively, making me feel worried and concerned 
about my grades too.” [S26-4]

In summary, the study reveals significant challenges in oral 
communication skills among medical EMI students, particularly 
in the early years of their studies. These challenges include 
difficulties in speaking fluently, giving presentations, and 
pronouncing technical terms, often compounded by a lack of 
confidence. These findings suggest a need for targeted support in 
oral communication skills, especially for first and second-year 
students, to build confidence and enhance their overall academic 
performance.Discussion

Overall, the findings of this study revealed that the students 
experienced challenges in learning the content of medicine 
through EMI especially writing for academic context, reading 
course materials, understanding lectures delivered completely in 
English and giving presentations confidently. Notably, these 
challenges were more salient among the first-and second-year 
students, consistent with Airey’s (2010) findings which reveals 
that students who study subject content for the first time in 
English face linguistics challenges. However, senior students (e.g., 
fourth and fifth year students) and proficiency as they progressed 
through further years of study. Compared to the first 2 years, they 
reported that they become more familiar with the language of 
medicine, being able to write for medical context, and 
comprehend oral lectures. In the Saudi context, these findings 
underscore the critical need for targeted linguistic support and 
curriculum adjustments in early years to accommodate the 
unique educational backgrounds and language proficiency levels 
of students transitioning into English medium instruction.

The analysis revealed that the most challenging sub-skill the students 
face is writing in an academic style, one of the most difficult writing tasks 
that the students struggled with was taking notes during lectures in 
English. Although this is seen as a productive skill (i.e., writing), the 
findings suggest that this difficulty may result from a lack of listening 
proficiency. Students struggle to understand what the instructor is saying 
during lectures and are thus unable to record notes in English. This 
interaction of listening and writing skills has been highlighted as a 
challenge by Yıldız et al. (2017) and Soruç et al. (2018), who investigated 
students’ challenges in some EMI institutions in Turkey and found that 
they struggled to listen and write simultaneously. In the study context, this 
dual challenge highlights the necessity for enhanced auditory and 
language processing supports, such as improved acoustics in lecture halls 
and the provision of lecture transcripts, to help students better assimilate 
and record complex medical information presented in English and, 
therefore, enhance their listening, reading skills and overall, their 
understanding of the content.

The second most challenging sub-skill students face is oral 
communication skills, including answering their teachers’ questions 

during lectures, pronouncing technical terms and giving oral 
presentations. The findings showed that one of the key contributing 
factors to the issues was a lack of confidence which prevents the 
students from engaging in classroom participation and group 
discussions in the classroom, a similar issue raised in other EMI 
studies (e.g., Bolton et  al., 2017; Rose, 2021; Yüksel et  al., 2022). 
Another factor inferred from students’ interview was students’ 
educational background where they used to learn through traditional 
lecturing where they relied heavily on teachers in 
providing information.

In addition, the students also experienced difficulties with 
understanding and reading skills. As a result of their unfamiliarity 
with the medical language (e.g., technical terms) and their limited 
proficiency in English, many students were unable to fully understand 
the medical subject matter without translation. This lack of vocabulary 
knowledge has a significant impact on student understanding of 
course materials and comprehension of pure EMI lectures and 
therefore impacts their academic performance, as found in previous 
research findings (Uchihara and Harada, 2018; Pun and Jin, 2021). 
Across the interviews, the majority of students indicated that they 
relied heavily on translation especially in their first 2 years, searching 
for meanings of new terms, translated them into their L1 and then 
memorised them in English (form, pronunciation, meaning). These 
are perceived as time consuming and require extra effort. In additional 
to this, as found in Alanazi’s (2021) study, lack of an equivalent 
meaning for many medical terms in Arabic is another issue. This 
requires extra cognitive load where students need to memorise the 
new terms in English as they are and use them when communicating 
with patients. This also creates a concern related to the quality 
assurance in healthcare context (i.e., lack of communication and 
understanding between patients and physicians).

As a result of these linguistics challenges, students experienced 
stress, anxiety, and lack of confidence, especially when it comes to 
giving a presentation in front of the class. These also cause 
demotivation among highly ambitious students who, after 
experiencing numerous academic challenges, withdraw or change 
their majors (Ebad, 2014; Yuksel et al., 2021).

Interestingly, despite the significant linguistic challenges they face, 
the findings show that the students still preferred learning medicine 
through “the international language” (English). They feel that English 
is critical for their professional careers. Thus, they were highly 
motivated, engaged considerably in self-learning to increase content 
comprehension (e.g., relying heavily on translation, which is extremely 
time consuming) and became responsible for developing their 
knowledge and mastery of the foreign language. This confirms the 
findings of Thompson et al. (2019) which showed that students with 
stronger efficacy put more effort and spend much time to succeed in 
their EMI courses. In SA, this preference for English underscores the 
broader national policy towards global integration and the increasing 
demand for English proficiency among healthcare professionals, 
which aligns with the country’s vision to elevate the standards of 
healthcare education and services.

These linguistics-related challenges were not unexpected in such 
contexts. Prior to enrolling in university, the majority of these students 
had studied their subjects in Arabic. When they begin their university 
degrees, all materials are suddenly taught in English. This sudden 
change to an English environment often involves dramatically different 
teaching styles and learning experiences. In fact, these linguistic 
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challenges are not restricted to Saudi undergraduate students in the 
current study, these are global issues faced by many undergraduate 
students studying content subjects through EMI. For instance, in their 
examinations of Turkish and Hong Kong students’ experiences in EMI 
contexts, Soruç et al. (2021) and Pun et al. (2022) found that students 
experience challenges in productive skills (writing and speaking) when 
learning content in English. These challenges have also been observed 
among international students who study in English-speaking countries 
(Kay-Lambkin et al., 2002). This issue has also been acknowledged by 
many researchers and educators (e.g., Halliday and Martin, 2003; 
Schleppegrell, 2007) who argue that it might be  difficult for both 
English and non-English students to read and understand disciplinary 
content especially in Science as learning the language of science is 
considered to be learning a “new language’ as it comprises concrete 
entities and abstract concepts (Martin, 2019). This commonality 
underscores the importance of cross-cultural studies and collaborative 
strategies in educational policy-making, particularly in Saudi Arabia, 
where a balanced approach could significantly ease the transition for 
students and improve educational outcomes in EMI settings. Such 
strategies could include bilingual support resources, faculty 
development programs tailored to EMI environments, and increased 
availability of content-specific language training. To address the 
challenges highlighted in the study, it is essential to provide targeted 
recommendations. Firstly, institutions could enhance their language 
support services, such as offering specialised medical English courses 
that focus on terminology and discourse specific to the healthcare field. 
Additionally, integrating technology-based tools like language learning 
apps and medical databases can facilitate students’ independent study 
and reduce reliance on time-consuming translation methods. 
Mentorship programs that pair students with bilingual professionals 
could also be implemented to provide practical language practice and 
professional development. These strategies align with the broader 
educational objectives of enhancing language proficiency while also 
preparing students for global professional environments, thus 
supporting Saudi  Arabia’s vision for healthcare education and  
services.

The dramatic transition in education (from high school to EMI 
university level courses) can disadvantage students and present serious 
challenges to their ability to comprehend and communicate their 
knowledge as found in previous research findings (Aizawa and Rose, 
2020). The findings of this current study suggest that the current 
foundation programmes in this context do not adequately prepare 
students into the English-only immersion learning experience, 
ignoring their limited language proficiency, and learning needs. These 
raise critical questions about students’ readiness for EMI courses, an 
issue was also raised in a similar context, Oman, where Albakri (2017) 
and Ali (2020) pointed out that preparatory programs are not 
adequately preparing student for EMI academic contexts. On this, 
researchers (e.g., Evans and Green, 2007; Kim et al., 2024) argued that 
EMI programmes need to have entry requirements that ensure 
students are ready to commence and succeed in their EMI studies. 
Enhancing language support systems in EMI settings could further 
strengthen the dual goals of CLIL by not only addressing immediate 
linguistic challenges but also by fostering broader educational 
competencies required in the 21st-century medical field (e.g., 
interprofessional education, addressing the broader health issues and 
needs of the population).

Conclusion

To summarise, this study examined students’ experiences in 
learning medical content with EMI in four Saudi medical schools. 
Four main challenges were identified: writing for academic 
purposes, reading and understanding medical materials and 
communicating orally. These challenges were more pronounced 
among the first-and second-year students, but seemed to dissipate 
in the later years. Based on these findings, a practical implication 
might be creating an abridging English language course in the form 
of EMI to prepare students for EMI medical courses during the 
PYP. Such a programme might focus on building students’ 
technical vocabulary knowledge and developing their academic 
reading and writing skills. The course can also focus on students’ 
oral communication skills needed for healthcare settings. As 
suggested by other researchers (e.g., Aizawa et al., 2020; Galloway 
and Ruegg, 2020), these schools can also establish support centres 
(focusing on specific skills needed for EMI contexts), accessible to 
students during their studies and facilitated by faculty and 
university language centres. Lecturers teaching through EMI also 
need to be  aware of and understand the linguistic challenges 
students encounter to help them overcome these challenges. 
Though EMI teachers may be experienced in teaching (Hua, 2019; 
Alanazi, 2021), they still need continued professional development 
to keep them updated on recent teaching and assessment methods, 
as well as using EMI teaching strategies such as translanguaging 
(see Alhassan et  al., 2021; Richards and Pun, 2022; Yuan 
et al., 2023).

This study highlights several policy implications that could 
enhance the effectiveness of EMI in medical education. Policymakers 
should consider establishing robust language support systems and 
tailored EMI training programs for both students and faculty to 
ensure that linguistic competence aligns with the rigorous demands 
of medical education. Furthermore, the development of specific entry 
requirements and preparatory programs that address the unique 
needs of EMI students could mitigate initial academic and linguistic 
challenges (see Derakhshan et al., 2021). These policies could also 
promote the integration of technology and innovative teaching 
methods to support EMI learning environments, potentially 
increasing student engagement and improving educational outcomes 
in global medical settings.

The study’s limitations include its focus on a single foreign 
language context and its examination of EMI involving only 
teachers and students at four universities, while excluding 
decision-makers, material designers, and English language 
teachers. For a deeper understanding of EMI’s impact, future 
research could undertake longitudinal studies to assess the long-
term effects on medical students’ careers, such as professional and 
communication challenges in the workplace. Additionally, 
comparative analyses of academic performance and professional 
readiness between EMI and non-EMI programmes, as well as 
qualitative investigations into faculty experiences with EMI, would 
be beneficial.

Further studies might also examine the influence of EMI on 
clinical communication skills, the role of technology in enhancing 
EMI learning outcomes, the development of educational policies and 
frameworks to optimize EMI integration, and the strategies students 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Alanazi and Curle 10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860

Frontiers in Education 11 frontiersin.org

use to navigate linguistic and academic challenges in EMI settings. 
These research directions can deepen understanding of EMI’s 
effectiveness and guide improvements in medical education 
practices globally.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/supplementary materials, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by the Macquarie 
University Ethics Review Committee. The studies were conducted in 
accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. 
The participants provided their written and oral informed consent to 
participate in this study. Written informed consent was obtained from 
the participant(s) for the publication of any data included in 
this article.

Author contributions

KA: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. SC: 
Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for 
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Acknowledgments

We sincerely thank Dr. Cassi Liardet for her contribution to 
this paper. We also thank the students who participated in 
the study.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in 
the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that 
could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim 
that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed 
by the publisher.

References
Airey, J. (2010). The ability of students to explain science concepts in two languages. 

Hermes J. Lang. Commun. Bus. 45, 35–49. doi: 10.7146/hjlcb.v23i45.97344

Airey, J. (2011). Talking about teaching in English: Swedish university lecturers? 
Experiences of changing teaching language. Ibérica 22, 35–54. Available at: http://www.
redalyc.org/articulo.oa?.id=287023888003

Airey, J. (2012). “I don’t teach language.” The linguistic attitudes of physics lecturers 
in Sweden. AILA Rev. 25, 64–79. doi: 10.1075/aila.25.05air

Aizawa, I. (2024). Tracking the first-year experience in English medium instruction: 
a pre-post study of transitional challenges. Engl. Specif. Purp. 73, 20–32. doi: 10.1016/j.
esp.2023.09.002

Aizawa, I., and McKinley, J. (2020). “EMI challenges in Japan’s internationalization of 
higher education” in English-medium instruction and the internationalization of 
universities. International and development education. eds. H. Bowles and A. C. Murphy 
(Cham: Palgrave Macmillan).

Aizawa, I., and Rose, H. (2020). High school to university transitional challenges in 
English medium instruction in Japan. System 95:102390. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2020.102390

Aizawa, I., Rose, H., Thompson, G., and Curle, S. (2020). Beyond the threshold: 
exploring English language proficiency, linguistic challenges, and academic language 
skills of Japanese students in an English medium instruction programme. Lang. Teach. 
Res., 95, 1–25. doi: 10.1177/136216882096

Alanazi, K. (2021). “Exploring English as a medium of instruction for the teaching of 
medicine in Saudi Arabia” in PhD thesis (Australia: Macquarie University).

Alazemi, A. (2017). “Teaching of academic subjects in English and the challenges 
Kuwaiti students face” in PhD thesis (UK: The University of Exeter).

AlBakri, S. (2017). “Effects of English medium instruction on students’ learning 
experiences and quality of education in content courses in a public college in Oman” in 
PhD thesis (UK: University of Exeter).

Alhamami, M., and Almelhi, A. (2021). English or Arabic in healthcare education: 
perspectives of healthcare alumni, students, and instructors. J. Multidiscip. Healthc. 
14:2537. doi: 10.2147/JMDH.S330579

Alhassan, A., Ali, N., and Aki, H. A. (2021). EFL students’ challenges in English-
medium business programmes: perspectives from students and content teachers. Cogent 
Educ. 8:1888671. doi: 10.1080/2331186X.2021.1888671

Ali, H. (2020). Lecture comprehension difficulties experienced by Omani students in 
an English-medium engineering programme. Cogent Arts Humanit. 7, 1–17. doi: 
10.1080/23311983.2020.1741986

Al-Kahtany, A., and Alhamami, M. (2022). Linguistic hegemony and English in higher 
education. Sustain. Multiling. 20, 18–45. doi: 10.2478/sm-2022-0002

Almoallim, H., Aldahlawi, S., Alqahtani, E., Alqurashi, S., and Munshi, A. (2010). 
Difficulties facing first-year medical students at Umm Alqura University in Saudi Arabia. 
East Mediterr. Health J. 16, 1272–1277. doi: 10.26719/2010.16.12.1272

Alqarni, O. M., Mahdi, H. S., Ali, J. K. M., and Curle, S. (2024). English medium 
instruction in Saudi  Arabia: a systematic review. Lang. Teach. Res. 42, 21–37. doi: 
10.32038/ltrq.2024.42.02

Alshareef, M., Mobaireek, O., Mohamud, M., Alrajhi, Z., Alhamdan, A., and Hamad, B. 
(2018). Decision makers’ perspectives on the language of instruction in medicine in 
Saudi Arabia: a qualitative study. Health Prof. Educ. 4, 308–316. doi: 10.1016/j.hpe.2018.03.006

Altay, M., Curle, S., Yuksel, D., and Soruç, A. (2022). Investigating academic 
achievement of English medium instruction courses in Turkey. Stud. Second Lang. 
Learn. Teach. 12, 117–141. doi: 10.14746/ssllt.2022.12.1.6

Bajammal, S., Zaini, R., Abuznadah, W., Al-Rukban, M., Aly, S., Boker, A., et al. 
(2008). The need for national medical licensing examination in Saudi Arabia. BMC Med. 
Educ. 8:53. doi: 10.1186/1472-6920-8-53

Ball, P., and Lindsay, D. (2013). “Language demands and support for English-medium 
instruction in tertiary education. Learning from a specific context” in English-medium 
instruction at universities: global challenges. eds. A. Doiz, D. Lasagabaster and J. Sierra 
(Bristol: Multilingual Matters), 44–61.

Barnawi, O. Z., and Al-Hawsawi, S. (2017). “English education policy in Saudi Arabia: 
English language education policy in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: current trends, 
issues and challenges” in English language education policy in the Middle East and 
North Africa. ed. R. Kirkpatrick (London: Springer International Publishing), 199–222.

Barrios, E., López-Gutiérrez, A., and Lechuga, C. (2016). Facing challenges in English 
medium instruction through engaging in an innovation project. Procedia Soc. Behav. 
Sci. 228, 209–214. doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.07.031

Ben Hammou, S., and Kesbi, A. (2021). Physics teachers’ attitudes towards content 
and language integrated learning: Morocco’s multilingual context. Issues Educ. Res. 31, 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.7146/hjlcb.v23i45.97344
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?.id=287023888003
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?.id=287023888003
https://doi.org/10.1075/aila.25.05air
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2023.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2023.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102390
https://doi.org/10.1177/136216882096
https://doi.org/10.2147/JMDH.S330579
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2021.1888671
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2020.1741986
https://doi.org/10.2478/sm-2022-0002
https://doi.org/10.26719/2010.16.12.1272
https://doi.org/10.32038/ltrq.2024.42.02
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hpe.2018.03.006
https://doi.org/10.14746/ssllt.2022.12.1.6
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6920-8-53
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.07.031


Alanazi and Curle 10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860

Frontiers in Education 12 frontiersin.org

1029–1048. Available at: https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/
informit.326723483448855

Besa, L. (2014). Language use in the university: a clash of policies. Procedia Soc. Behav. 
Sci. 134, 92–100. doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.04.226

Blair, E. (2015). A reflexive exploration of two qualitative data coding techniques. J 
Methods Meas. Soc. Sci. 6, 14–29. doi: 10.2458/azu_jmmss_v6i1_blair

Bolton, K., Botha, W., and Bacon-Shone, J. (2017). English-medium instruction in 
Singapore higher education: policy, realities and challenges. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev. 
38, 913–930. doi: 10.1080/01434632.2017.1304396

Bradford, A. (2015). Adopting English-taught degree programs. Int. High. Educ. 69, 
8–10. doi: 10.6017/ihe.2012.69.8646

Bryman, A. (2008). Social research methods. 3rd Edn. New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Costa, F., and Mariotti, C. (2017). “Differences in content presentation and 
learning outcomes in English-medium instruction (EMI) vs. Italian-medium 
instruction (IMI) contexts” in Integrating content and language in higher education. 
Perspectives on professional practice. eds. J. Valcke and R. Wilkinson (Bern: Peter 
Lang), 187–204.

Curle, S. (2018). Developing and validating a Japanese English medium of 
instruction attitude scale (JEMIAS). Journal of Asia TEFL 15, 1195–1221. doi: 
10.18823/asiatefl.2018.15.4.24.1195

Curle, S., Jablonkai, R., Mittelmeier, J., Sahan, K., and Veitch, A. (2020a). “English 
medium part 1: literature review” in English in higher education (Report No. 
978-0-86355-977–8). ed. N. Galloway (British Council. Available at: https://www.teac). 
hingenglish.org.uk/article/english-higher-education-%E2%80%93-english-medium-
part-1-literature-review.

Curle, S., Yuksel, D., Soruç, A., and Altay, M. (2020b). Predictors of English medium 
instruction academic success: English proficiency versus first language medium. System 
95:102378. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2020.102378

De Vaus, D. (2013). Surveys in social research. London: Routledge.

Dearden, J., Macaro, E., and Akincioglu, M. (2016). English medium instruction in 
universities: a collaborative experiment in Turkey. Stud. Engl. Lang. Teach. 4, 51–76. doi: 
10.22158/selt.v4n1p51

Derakhshan, A., Rakhshanderoo, M., and Curle, S. (2021). “University students and 
instructors’ attitudes towards English medium instruction courses: voices from Iran” in 
English-medium instruction in higher education in the Middle East and North Africa: 
policy, research and practice (UK: Bloomsbury Publishing).

Dimova, S., and Kling, J. (2018). Assessing English-medium instruction lecturer 
language proficiency across disciplines. TESOL Q. 52, 634–656. doi: 10.1002/
tesq.454

Ebad, R. (2014). The role and impact of English as a language and a medium of 
instruction in Saudi higher education institutions: students-instructors perspective. 
Stud. Engl. Lang. Teach. 2, 140–148. Available at: http://www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/
selt/article/download/170/18

Elyas, T., and Al-Hoorie, A. H. (2024). “English-medium instruction in higher 
education in Saudi Arabia” in The Routledge handbook of English-medium instruction 
in higher education (London: Routledge), 259–271.

Evans, S., and Green, C. (2007). Why EAP is necessary: a survey of Hong Kong tertiary 
students. J. Engl. Acad. Purp. 6, 3–17. doi: 10.1016/j.jeap.2006.11.005

Fang, Z., Schleppegrell, M. J., and Cox, B. E. (2006). Understanding the language 
demands of schooling: nouns in academic registers. J. Lit. Res. 38, 247–273. doi: 10.1207/
s15548430jlr3803_1

Gaffas, Z. (2016). “The impact of English language preparatory programmes in a 
Saudi Arabian university: an investigation of students’ perceptions of their language 
difficulties, experiences and suggestions” in PhD thesis (United Kingdom: University 
of Sheffield).

Galloway, N.. (2017). How effective is English as a medium of instruction (EMI)?How 
effective is English as a medium of instruction (EMI)?. British Council. Available at: 
https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/how-effective-english-medium-
instruction-emi

Galloway, N., and Ruegg, R. (2020). The provision of student support on English 
medium instruction programmes in Japan and China. J. Engl. Acad. Purp. 45:100846. 
doi: 10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100846

García, O., and Kleifgen, J. A. (2020). Translanguaging and literacies. Read. Res. Q. 55, 
553–571. doi: 10.1002/rrq.286

Genc, E., Yuksel, D., and Curle, S. (2023). Lecturers’ translanguaging practices in 
English-taught classes in Turkey. J. Multiling. Theor. Pract. doi: 10.1558/jmtp.23945

Halliday, M. A. K., and Martin, J. R. (2003). Writing science: literacy and discursive 
power. London: Routledge.

Hellekjær, G. O. (2009). Academic English reading proficiency at the university level: 
a Norwegian case study. Reading Foreign Lang. 21, 198–222. Available at: https://files.
eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ859587.pdf

Heugh, K., Li, X., and Song, Y. (2017). “Multilingualism and translanguaging in 
the teaching of and through English: rethinking linguistic boundaries in an 
Australian university” in English medium instruction in higher education in Asia-
Pacific. eds. B. Fenton-Smith, P. Humphreys and I. Walkinshaw (London: Springer), 
259–279.

Hua, T. L. (2019). Understanding the learning challenges of English-medium 
instruction learners and ways tofacilitate their learning: a case study of Taiwan 
psychology students’ perspectives. Latin Am. J. Content Lang. Integr. Learn. 12, 321–340. 
doi: 10.5294/laclil.2019.12.2.6

Huang, Y. P., Lin, L. C., and Tsou, W. (2024). Leveraging ESP teachers’ roles: EMI 
university teachers’ professional development in medical and healthcare fields. Engl. 
Specif. Purp. 74, 103–116. doi: 10.1016/j.esp.2024.01.005

Huang, H., and Lu, T. (2022). A cancelation method of mutual inductance between 
capacitors in EMI filter. IEEE Trans. Power Electron. 37, 11974–11984. doi: 10.1109/
TPEL.2022.3173082

Hung, D. M., and Lan, L. T. (2017). Content lecturers’ challenges in EMI classroom. 
Eur. J. Engl. Lang. Teach. 2, 1–21. doi: 10.5281/zenodo.256802

Jiang, Q., Horta, H., and Yuen, M. (2024). High-and low-achieving international 
medical students’ perceptions of the factors influencing their academic performance at 
Chinese universities. Med. Educ. Online 29:2300194. doi: 10.1080/10872981.2023.2300194

Jones, W., McKeown, K., and Littlewood, S. (2022). The challenges of EMI for art and 
design students in the UAE. ELT J. 76, 238–249. doi: 10.1093/elt/ccab094

Kamaşak, R., Sahan, K., and Rose, H. (2021). Academic language-related challenges at an 
English-medium university. J. Engl. Acad. Purp. 49:100945. doi: 10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100945

Kay-Lambkin, F., Pearson, S. A., and Rolfe, I. (2002). The influence of admissions 
variables on first year medical school performance: a study from Newcastle University, 
Australia. Med. Educ. 36, 154–159. doi: 10.1046/j.1365-2923.2002.01071.x

Kim, E. G. (2017). “English medium instruction in Korean higher education: challenges 
and future directions” in English medium instruction in higher education in Asia-Pacific. 
eds. B. Fenton-Smith, P. Humphreys and I. Walkinshaw (Singapore: Springer), 53–69.

Kim, E. G., Kweon, S. O., Lee, J. A., and Park, S. (2024). Professional development for 
science and engineering professors offering English-medium instruction. Lang. Teach. 
Res. 28, 839–859. doi: 10.1177/13621688211020915

Kir, F. S. (2024). English-medium instruction (EMI) as the great (un) equaliser: 
experiences of former EMI students in Turkey. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev., 1–15. doi: 
10.1080/01434632.2024.2302950

Kleyn, T., and García, O. (2019). Translanguaging as an act of transformation: 
Restructuring teaching and learning for emergent bilingual students. in L. C. De 
Oliveira, The Handbook of TESOL in K‐12  John Wiley & Sons Ltd: United States. 69–82.

Lasagabaster, D., and Sierra, J. M. (2009). Language attitudes in CLIL and 
traditional EFL classes. Int. CLIL Res. J. 1, 4–17. Available at: https://laslab.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/language_attitudes_in_clil_and_traditional_efl_classes.
pdf

Lei, J., and Hu, G. (2014). Is English-medium instruction effective in improving 
Chinese undergraduate students’ English competence? Int. Rev. Appl. Linguist. Lang. 
Teach. 52, 99–126. doi: 10.1515/iral-2014-0005

Luu, T. Q. H., and Hoang, T. N. D. (2022). “Student strategies in an undergraduate 
English-medium business course: a Vietnamese case study” in English medium 
instruction practices in Vietnamese universities (Singapore: Springer), 211–225.

Macaro, E. (2018). English medium instruction. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Macaro, E., Curle, S., Pun, J., An, J., and Dearden, J. (2018). A systematic review of 
English medium instruction in higher education. Lang. Teach. 51. doi: 10.1017/
S0261444817000350

Mahboob, A., and Elyas, T. (2014). English in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. World 
Englishes 33, 128–142. doi: 10.1111/weng.12073

Martin, A. J. (2019). Educational psychology and student learning: the potential of 
load reduction instruction for exploring surface and deep approaches to learning. 
Psychol. Educ. Rev. 43, 23–27. doi: 10.53841/bpsper.2019.43.1.23

Nilas, L., Løkkegaard, E. C., Laursen, J. B., Kling, J., and Cortes, D. (2016). Are Danish 
doctors comfortable teaching in English? BMC. Res. Notes 9, 1–5. doi: 10.1186/
s13104-016-2229-6

Orafi, S. M. S., and Borg, S. (2009). Intentions and realities in implementing 
communicative curriculum reform. System 37, 243–253. doi: 10.1016/j.
system.2008.11.004

Ozer, O. (2020). Lecturers’ experiences with English-medium instruction in a state 
university in Turkey: practices and challenges. Issues Educ. Res. 30, 612–634. https://
search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.266283810877388

Pun, J., Thomas, N., and Bowen, N. E. J. A. (2022). Questioning the sustainability of 
English-medium instruction policy in science classrooms: Teachers’ and students’ 
experiences at a Hong Kong secondary school. Sustainability. 14:2168. doi: 10.3390/
su14042168

Pun, J. K. H., and Curle, S. M. (Eds.) (2022). Research methods in English medium 
instruction. London: Routledge.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.326723483448855
https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.326723483448855
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.04.226
https://doi.org/10.2458/azu_jmmss_v6i1_blair
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2017.1304396
https://doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2012.69.8646
https://doi.org/10.18823/asiatefl.2018.15.4.24.1195
https://www.teac
http://hingenglish.org.uk/article/english-higher-education-–-english-medium-part-1-literature-review
http://hingenglish.org.uk/article/english-higher-education-–-english-medium-part-1-literature-review
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102378
https://doi.org/10.22158/selt.v4n1p51
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.454
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.454
http://www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/selt/article/download/170/18
http://www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/selt/article/download/170/18
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2006.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15548430jlr3803_1
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15548430jlr3803_1
https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/how-effective-english-medium-instruction-emi
https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/how-effective-english-medium-instruction-emi
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100846
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.286
https://doi.org/10.1558/jmtp.23945
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ859587.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ859587.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5294/laclil.2019.12.2.6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2024.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1109/TPEL.2022.3173082
https://doi.org/10.1109/TPEL.2022.3173082
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.256802
https://doi.org/10.1080/10872981.2023.2300194
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccab094
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100945
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2923.2002.01071.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/13621688211020915
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2024.2302950
https://laslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/language_attitudes_in_clil_and_traditional_efl_classes.pdf
https://laslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/language_attitudes_in_clil_and_traditional_efl_classes.pdf
https://laslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/language_attitudes_in_clil_and_traditional_efl_classes.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2014-0005
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444817000350
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444817000350
https://doi.org/10.1111/weng.12073
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsper.2019.43.1.23
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13104-016-2229-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13104-016-2229-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2008.11.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2008.11.004
https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.266283810877388
https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.266283810877388
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14042168
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14042168


Alanazi and Curle 10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860

Frontiers in Education 13 frontiersin.org

Pun, J., and Jin, X. (2021). Student challenges and learning strategies at Hong Kong 
EMI universities. PLoS One 16:e0251564. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0251564

Pun, J. K., and Thomas, N. (2020). English medium instruction: teachers’ challenges 
and coping strategies. ELT J. 74, 247–257. doi: 10.1093/elt/ccaa024

Punch, K. F. (2013). Introduction to social research: quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. London: SAGE Publications.

Raffaa, S. S. M., Alhamami, M., and Ali, N. L. B. H. (2024). Perspectives of English as 
a medium of instruction (EMI) policy from computer instructors in Saudi Arabia. IEEE 
Trans. Educ., 1–12. doi: 10.1109/TE.2024.3369328

Riazi, M. (2016). The Routledge encyclopedia of research methods in applied 
linguistics. London: Routledge.

Richards, J. C., and Pun, J. (2022). Teacher strategies in implementing English medium 
instruction. ELT J. 76, 227–237. doi: 10.1093/elt/ccab081

Rose, H. (2021). “Students’ language-related challenges of studying through English: 
what EMI teachers can do” in Language use in English-medium instruction at university 
(London: Routledge), 145–166.

Rose, H., Curle, S., Aizawa, I., and Thompson, G. (2020). What drives success in English 
medium taught courses? The interplay between language proficiency, academic skills, and 
motivation. Stud. High. Educ. 45, 2149–2161. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2019.1590690

Rubin, A., and Babbie, E. R. (2016). Empowerment series: research methods for social 
work. United States: Cengage Learning.

Ruegg, R. (2021). Supporting EMI students outside of the classroom: evidence from 
Japan. London: Routledge.

Ruiz-Madrid, N., and Fortanet-Gómez, I. (2023). Integrating content and language in 
higher education. System 115:103073. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2023.103073

Schleppegrell, M. (2007). The linguistic challenges of mathematics teaching and 
learning: a research review. Read. Writ. Q. 23, 139–159. doi: 10.1080/10573560601158461

Soruç, A., Altay, M., Curle, S., and Yüksel, D. (2021). Students’ academic language 
related challenges in English medium instruction: the role of English proficiency and 
language gain. System 103:102651. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2021.102651

Soruç, A., Dinler, A., and Griffiths, C. (2018). “Listening comprehension strategies of 
EMI students in Turkey” in Key issues in English for specific purposes in higher 
education (Cham: Springer), 265–287.

Telmesani, A., Zaini, R. G., and Ghazi, H. O. (2011). Medical education in 
Saudi Arabia: a review of recent developments and future challenges. East Mediterr. 
Health J. 17, 703–707. doi: 10.26719/2011.17.8.703

Thomas, N., Bowen, N. E., Louw, S., and Nanni, A. (2022). “Performing a balancing 
act: a trioethnography of “foreign” EMI lecturers in Bangkok” in English-medium 
instruction pedagogies in multilingual universities in Asia (UK: Routledge), 138–154.

Thompson, G., Aizawa, I., Curle, S., and Rose, H. (2019). Exploring the role of self-
efficacy beliefs and learner success in English medium instruction. Int. J. Biling. Educ. 
Biling. 25, 196–209. doi: 10.1080/13670050.2019.1651819

Tren, T. J. (2017). ““Being a professor and doing EMI properly Isn’t easy”. An identity-
theoretic investigation of content teachers’ attitudes towards EMI at a University in Hong 
Kong” in English medium instruction in higher education in Asia-Pacific (Cham: 
Springer), 219–239.

Troudi, S. (2009). “The effects of English as a medium of instruction on Arabic 
as a language of science and academia” in Power in the EFL classroom: critical 
pedagogy in the Middle East. ed. P. Wachob (England: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing), 199–216.

Tsui, A. P. Y., and Ngo, H. Y. (2017). Students’ perceptions of English-medium 
instruction in a Hong Kong university. Asian Englishes 19, 57–78. doi: 
10.1080/13488678.2016.1230484

Uchihara, T., and Harada, T. (2018). Roles of vocabulary knowledge for success in 
English-medium instruction: self-perceptions and academic outcomes of Japanese 
undergraduates. TESOL Q. 52, 564–587. doi: 10.1002/tesq.453

van Wyk, A. (2014). English-medium education in a multilingual setting: a case in 
South Africa. Int. Rev. Appl. Linguist. Lang. Teach. 52, 205–220. doi: 10.1515/iral-2014-0009

Werther, C., Denver, L., Jensen, C., and Mees, I. M. (2014). Using English as a medium 
of instruction at university level in Denmark: the lecturer’s perspective. J. Multiling. 
Multicult. Dev. 35, 443–462. doi: 10.1080/01434632.2013.868901

Wilang, J. D., and Nupong, S. (2022). Factors affecting EMI attitudes of engineering 
and nursing students. Theory Pract. Lang. Stud. 12, 437–446. doi: 10.17507/tpls.1203.03

Wu, X., Duan, J., Pan, Y., and Li, M. (2023). Medical knowledge graph: data sources, 
construction, reasoning, and applications. Big Data Min. Anal. 6, 201–217. doi: 
10.26599/BDMA.2022.9020021

Xie, W., and Curle, S. (2020). Success in English medium instruction in China: 
significant indicators and implications. Int. J. Biling. Educ. Biling. 25, 1–13. doi: 
10.1080/13670050.2019.1703898

Yang, M., O’Sullivan, P. S., Irby, D. M., Chen, Z., Lin, C., and Lin, C. (2019). Challenges 
and adaptations in implementing an English-medium medical program: a case study in 
China. BMC Med. Educ. 19, 1–8. doi: 10.1186/s12909-018-1452-3

Yıldız, M., Soruç, A., and Griffiths, C. (2017). Challenges and needs of students in the 
EMI (English as a medium of instruction) classroom. Konin Lang. Stud. 5, 387–402. doi: 
10.30438/ksj.2017.5.4.1

Yuan, R., Zhang, T., and Li, M. (2023). ‘EMI is like a durian’: Chinese students’ 
perspectives on an ideal English-medium instruction classroom in higher education. 
Lang. Educ. 37, 529–545. doi: 10.1080/09500782.2022.2119862

Yüksel, D., Altay, M., and Curle, S. (2022). “English medium instruction programmes in 
Turkey: evidence of exponential growth” in English-medium instruction in higher education 
in the Middle East and North Africa: policy, research and practice (UK: 
Bloomsbury Publishing).

Yuksel, D., Soruc, A., Altay, M., and Curle, S. (2021). A longitudinal study at an 
English medium instruction university in Turkey: the interplay between English 
language improvement and academic success. Appl. Linguist. Rev. 14, 533–552. doi: 
10.1515/applirev-2020-0097

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1364860
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0251564
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccaa024
https://doi.org/10.1109/TE.2024.3369328
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccab081
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1590690
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2023.103073
https://doi.org/10.1080/10573560601158461
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2021.102651
https://doi.org/10.26719/2011.17.8.703
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1651819
https://doi.org/10.1080/13488678.2016.1230484
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.453
https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2014-0009
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2013.868901
https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.1203.03
https://doi.org/10.26599/BDMA.2022.9020021
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1703898
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-018-1452-3
https://doi.org/10.30438/ksj.2017.5.4.1
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2022.2119862
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2020-0097

	Challenges experienced by students studying medicine through English medium instruction
	Introduction
	Background of the study
	EMI in Saudi medical schools
	Challenges associated with English medium instruction
	Students’ challenges in learning content through EMI

	Methodology
	Context of the study
	Participants
	Study design
	Instrument and procedure
	Data analysis
	Findings
	Challenges in writing skills
	Challenges in receptive skills
	Challenges in oral communication skills

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions

	References

