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An increasing number of universities in Japan have been using English as a medium of instruction 
(EMI) to teach academic subjects. Despite its prevalence, few studies have investigated the 
competencies required to teach EMI courses. This knowledge gap creates challenges when 
designing training or support programs for EMI instructors. To contribute to filling this knowledge 
gap, I conducted semi-structured interviews with instructors of EMI courses at a Japanese university. 
In these interviews, I explored the difficulties they experienced, competencies they believe EMI 
instructors should have, and types of support they want to deliver EMI courses effectively. The 
findings revealed that EMI instructors recognized English competency as a necessary skill but also 
felt that wider pedagogical and communicative skills are equally important to manage students 
from diverse linguistic, social, and academic backgrounds. The types of support they wished for 
were diverse, including multiple human resources and facilities on campus. 
日本で益々多くの大学が英語による専門科目の授業（EMI）を実施している。その普及度にも関わらずEMIを効果的に実施

するのに必要とされる能力についてはあまり調査が行われていない。この知識の差があることでEMI教員を対象とした研修や
支援プログラムの構築が困難になっている。この知識の差を埋めることに貢献するために、本研究ではある日本の大学でEMI
授業を実施する教員を対象に半構造化インタビューを行った。インタビューではEMI教員が経験した困難や、EMI教員に必要
だと思われるコンピテンシー、そしてEMIの授業を効果的に行う上で受けたい支援について調査した。結果、EMI教員は英語
力を不可欠なスキルと認識する一方、多様な言語・社会・文化的バックグラウンドを持つ学生に対応するためより広い意味で
の教育・コミュニケーション能力も必要と感じていることが分かった。希望する支援は多様でキャンパス内の様々な人的資源
や施設を伴うものであった。

An increasing number of universities in Japan have been using English-medium 
instruction (EMI) to internationalize their learning environment. EMI refers to 

“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 et al., 2018, p.37). Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 
Science and Technology conducts a bi-annual survey of universities offering courses 
delivered exclusively in English (excluding those which mainly focus on teaching English 
language itself). As of 2017 over 40% (324 out of 777) of the universities in Japan offered 
EMI courses at the undergraduate level, and 234 offered those courses at the graduate 
level (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2020). University 
managers have promoted the implementation of EMI courses and programs because 
it is believed that EMI improves students’ English proficiency, attracts international 
students, and increases institutions’ status in the international higher education market 
(Yonezawa, 2010).

However, in many universities, instructors face multiple challenges when 
implementing EMI in their classes. Bradford (2016) classified these challenges into four 
categories: linguistic, cultural, administrative and managerial, and institutional. Among 
them, the most frequently reported challenges in Japan are linguistic problems, especially 
those related to student English proficiency. University instructors have expressed 
concerns over students’ English proficiency that is insufficient to learn adequately in the 
EMI environment (Hanami, 2012; Nakamura, 2003). A few instructors have even argued 
that EMI can be detrimental for learning the subject covered in the class (Yamamoto, 
2011). The problem of linguistic challenges is, in fact, prevalent nationwide. According 
to a survey of 118 Japanese universities offering undergraduate EMI courses, 51% of the 
university representatives considered “insufficient English skills of domestic students” as 
a major challenge in implementing EMI (Brown, 2017, p. 14).

Another common problem is related to EMI students’ diverse backgrounds. According 
to Brown’s survey (2017), the majority of non-degree EMI courses served predominantly 
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domestic students, but 18 percent of them were reported to have served either all or 
predominantly international students, 16% had a balance of both, and a further 54% had 
at least some international students. Students from diverse academic backgrounds tend 
to have different contextual background knowledge (Tange, 2010) and learning traditions 
(Eaves, 2009). Combined with the different levels of English proficiency among students, 
the diversity of students’ backgrounds in an EMI classroom makes it difficult for EMI 
instructors to prepare for and run their EMI courses smoothly (Bradford, 2016).

Moreover, studies have found that EMI instructors experience challenges due 
to their own limited English proficiency. EMI instructors often consider their own 
English proficiency level as one of the major barriers to effectively teaching EMI classes 
(Bradford, 2016; Tange, 2010). EMI instructors in Japan and overseas believe that a “high” 
level of English proficiency is required to effectively teach an EMI course (Bradford, 2016; 
Macaro, 2018). However, little is known about the exact level of proficiency required 
to teach EMI classes. According to a systematic review, there are no empirical studies 
or institutional requirements that clearly define the English proficiency level needed 
to teach EMI classes (Macaro et al., 2018). In reality, due to the scarcity of qualified 
instructors in the majority of non-English-speaking countries (Dearden, 2015), university 
managers often evaluate instructors’ English skills based on subjective observations or 
the instructors’ education in English-speaking countries (Dearden & Macaro, 2016). 
There seems to be a gap between managers’ and EMI instructors’ understanding of the 
language proficiency level required to teach EMI courses, and instructors often feel that 
their English skills are inadequate for the task.

While some argue in favor of setting a threshold English proficiency level as a 
requirement for EMI instructors to teach EMI courses (Kling & Stæhr, 2012), others 
argue that the competency required to teach through EMI is not limited to fluency in the 
language used for the instruction, and thus, defining a language proficiency threshold 
is insufficient to ensure the effective delivery of EMI classes. Hoare (2003), for example, 
argued that teaching an academic subject through a second language involves more 
than just translating the content into the language. He considered “an awareness by 
teachers of the part language plays in learning within the curriculum” as “a factor in 
their ability to make content accessible to students” through their second language (p. 3). 
The implementation of EMI may involve reworking class design, instruction, activities, 
and materials that instructors use when they teach in their first language. For example, 
studies have reported that EMI instructors have had to reduce the number of pedagogical 
tasks (Vinke, 1995) or the content covered in a class (Airey, 2011), or to add additional 
discussion to ensure student understanding (Bradford, 2016). The literature suggests 

that teaching through EMI certainly requires English proficiency but other pedagogical 
competencies may be needed to effectively teach EMI classes.

Several solutions have been proposed to manage the reported problems. A 
considerable number of researchers have emphasized the need for collaboration between 
EMI instructors and language experts to manage the linguistic challenges experienced 
by instructors and students (Iyobe & Li, 2018; Kuwamura, 2019; Lu, 2020; Macaro, 
2018). Others have argued that universities should provide training to instructors of EMI 
courses (Kuwamura, 2018; Yuan, 2019). However, few researchers have directly asked 
EMI instructors about the skills that are required to teach EMI classes and the types 
of support they wish to receive to develop these skills. Without this understanding, it 
remains difficult to design effective training or support programs for EMI instructors. 
The purpose of the present study, therefore, is to contribute to filling this knowledge gap 
by exploring the required competencies and support needs of EMI instructors.

Research Questions
To achieve the abovementioned research purpose, three research questions were 

posed:
•	 What types of difficulties do EMI instructors face?
•	 Which skills/abilities/knowledge do EMI instructors think they need?
•	 What types of support do EMI instructors want to develop these competencies?
While the second and the third questions are directly related to the research purpose, 

the first question aims to elicit contextual information from the informants that would 
help the researcher to better understand their responses to questions 2 and 3.

Methods
Data Collection Site

To explore the three research questions, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
at a large-scale, top-tier, private university in Tokyo, which both the researcher 
and participants of the study belong to. This university aggressively promotes the 
internationalization of educational and research activities on its campus. It received 
funding from MEXT under the government Global 30 Project (see Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, n.d.), and it currently offers more than 50 
undergraduate and graduate degree programs entirely in English.
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Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine participants from six 

different departments selected by nonprobability purposive sampling. The selection 
criteria included full-time status in the university, non-native speaker of English, and 
experience of teaching at least one EMI course for at least half a semester (6 months). 
After identifying the eligible participants through social networks and through contact 
with the department staff, the researcher selected participants so as to maximize the 
informant diversity in terms of age, faculty status, gender, discipline, course level and 
content, and the length for which the instructors have taught EMI courses.

The interview questions (Table 1), an information sheet describing the details of the 
present research, and consent forms were sent to the participants before the interviews. 
The interviews were conducted between March and September 2020 using Zoom, 
Skype, LINE, or land phone, depending on the interviewees’ preferences. The interviews 
typically lasted 60 min. With the participants’ permission, the interviews were recorded 
and transcribed for subsequent analyses.

Table 1
Questions Asked to the Interview Participants

1. Please describe your EMI course(s).

2. Have you experienced any difficulties in preparing for/teaching EMI classes? 
If yes, please describe your experience. If no, why do you think you did not 
experience any difficulty?

3. In your opinion, what types of experiences, abilities, and skills are required to 
teach EMI courses?

4. What types of training and support do you think would be helpful for running 
EMI courses smoothly?

Data Analysis
Qualitative content analysis was conducted to analyze the data collected through the 

interviews. Qualitative content analysis refers to “a research method for the subjective 
interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of 
coding and identifying themes” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). After transcribing the 
interview audio files, I first identified key concepts as initial coding categories. Second, 

the categories were sorted and organized by relevance, and finally, a definition was 
developed for each category.

Ethical Considerations
This study was conducted with adherence to the guidelines of the institution that 

the researcher is affiliated to. All the participants received an information sheet that 
described the purpose and procedure of the study, a set of questions (Table 1), and 
a consent form written in their preferred language (Japanese or English) before the 
interview. The form requested permission to record the interview and publish the data 
in an anonymized format. On the day of the interview, the researcher received oral and 
written consent from all of the participants.

Results
The characteristics of the nine informants are summarized in Table 2. All of the 

participants speak English as a second language. Eight of the nine participants were Japanese 
nationals. For anonymity, references to the participants’ position, gender, department, areas 
of specialization, and exact course title have been omitted from this paper.

Table 2
Interview Participants

ID EMI Experience 
(years)

EMI Subject Class size Course Level

1. 5 Law 20 Graduate

2. 5 Cognitive Neuroscience 5–15 Undergrad/Graduate

3. 7 Chemistry 10 Undergrad

4. 3 Architecture 70 Graduate

5. 1 International Relations 20 Graduate

6. 2 History of Sports 5–20 Undergrad/Graduate

7. 2 Sociology 30 Undergrad

8. 1 Sports Science 20 Undergrad

9. 1.5 Chemical Engineering 10–20 Graduate
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Areas of Difficulty
In line with the findings reported in the literature, the challenges associated with 

English proficiency were most prominently addressed in the interviews. Nearly all 
of the informants in this study addressed the limited English proficiency of students 
and the instructor, as well as the subsequent communication problems, as the major 
difficulties in administering EMI classes. Four of the informants reported that those 
problems resulted in increased time, psychological, and physical burdens during the 
semester. In addition, three of the informants addressed the challenges associated with 
the lack of a common vocabulary or concepts between two languages. For instance, one 
interviewee explained that when he teaches in his first language (Japanese), he frequently 
uses onomatopoeia, such as zarazara and pikapika, to describe the texture of a material. 
However, there are no such expressions in the English language, so he often struggles 
to convey the textures of materials to his students. Other linguistic issues addressed by 
a few of the informants include uncertainty in translating secondary sources written 
in Japanese into English, lack of textbooks written in English, and emerging needs to 
implement active learning to ensure students’ understanding of lectures but inability to 
implement it due to a lack of time.

Equally prominent were the challenges associated with the heterogeneity of 
students’ backgrounds. Four of the interviewees emphasized the difficulties associated 
with preparing for a course without knowing their students’ linguistic and academic 
backgrounds. According to one of the informants, the backgrounds of the students 
who enroll in his course differ significantly every year. In some years, all of the students 
are Japanese, and in other years, almost all of them are international students. Due 
to this unpredictability, this instructor found it challenging to determine something 
as fundamental as course objectives. According to the interviewees, this problem 
persisted after the beginning of the class. Five of the participants found it difficult to 
decide the level of difficulty when delivering each lecture and designing assignments 
due to various levels of content knowledge, English proficiency, and motivation among 
students. Additionally, a few of the interviewees mentioned the difficulty associated with 
managing students who talk too little or too much and handling class discussions with 
students hailing from different social backgrounds. While Japanese students tend to state 
their opinion after brainstorming various aspects of an issue, non-Japanese students 
tend to state their opinions first, followed by the reasons or evidence to support the said 
opinions. These differences in the ways in which Japanese and non-Japanese students 
start and end an argument end up becoming a cause of confusion or frustration during 
class discussions.

Required Competencies
The competencies that the informants considered important to effectively teach 

EMI courses included English proficiency, deeper understanding of the specializations/
relevant fields, teaching skills, and communication skills.

The participants addressed the importance of English proficiency together with the 
importance of domain knowledge. English proficiency was the first competency that 
came to the minds of six of the informants. However, they consistently emphasized 
that the instructors’ English need not be flawless, and a few even seemed to downplay 
the importance of having a high level of English proficiency. They described the level of 
English they needed as “minimum, daily conversation level,” “understandable,” “doesn’t 
have to be perfect,” or “doesn’t have to be pronounced beautifully so long as the students 
can understand.” After describing the required English proficiency levels as such, most 
of the informants emphasized that comprehensive and deep understanding of one’s 
specialization is more important than English. For example, one interviewee explained

What is important is how much knowledge I can translate into English, but it’s not 
just about the English proficiency. It’s more about how deeply I actually understand 
my professional field. It’s about whether I can explain the ideas, concepts, and 
theories from my professional field without taking the easy way of using technical 
terms in Japanese.

More than half of the informants mentioned the importance of teaching skills, 
communication skills, or both. The specific examples included abilities to set class 
goals clearly, use different teaching methods (e.g., active learning) flexibly, and manage 
student discussions effectively. In terms of communication skills, they further explained 
it as the ability to communicate with “clarity,” “conciseness,” “empowering feedback,” 
“encouragement to engage in discussion,” and “sense of humor.” For instance, a 
participant noted

EMI has made me realize that I need to make my lecture objectives clearer at the 
beginning of the class, and what follows should be geared toward that objective. 
A lecture shouldn’t be an on-and-on, endless talk, like I tend to do with my JMI 
classes. (…) EMI forces me to talk clearly and concisely because I am forced to make 
real efforts to make my students understand what I really want them to understand.

As the above example demonstrates, teaching skills and clear communication are often 
described as a combined, inseparable set of skills required in an EMI environment.

Other skills and knowledge that a few of the informants considered important 
included the ability to search and find adequate amounts of relevant literature in both 
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languages quickly, ethical knowledge to integrate secondary sources into class activities 
while adhering to copyright requirements, ability to understand students, and work 
experience in English-speaking environments.

Support Needs
All of the participants expressed their desire to receive additional support through 

faculty development (FD) programs. The focus of the FD programs they desired varied 
significantly from those covering basic instruction for EMI implementation to more 
advanced programs involving knowledge sharing and collaborations with professionals 
within/across disciplines. For example, a few of the informants sought a one-time lecture 
to introduce frequently used English phrases in an EMI class or a series of workshops 
teaching how to design an EMI class, how to write a course syllabus, how to implement 
active learning, and how to utilize information and communication technologies 
in an EMI environment. Others wanted opportunities for knowledge-sharing with 
faculty members and professionals from other disciplines. For instance, one informant 
summarized the importance of creating a space through FD where EMI teachers can 
learn collaboratively and efficiently:

No one really seems to know (how to run EMI effectively), so it’s probably good 
to have a platform to share the problems experienced by instructors. Currently, 
each instructor makes independent efforts for EMI through repeated trial and error 
endeavors. We rarely have the opportunity to talk about it in my department.

In addition to knowledge sharing, some of the informants expressed interest in 
undertaking collaborative efforts to improve the quality of their classes, such as sharing 
of lecture recordings that demonstrate the best EMI practices, inviting professional 
observers to their lectures to receive feedback, and having opportunities to teach or 
attend EMI classes in overseas universities.

Although it was not as prominent as the informants’ interest in FD programs, about 
half of the respondents expressed the desire to receive support that helps them to 
manage the linguistic problems of their students and those of their own. Four of the 
participants highlighted the importance of students seeking additional English support 
outside their class (i.e., writing center) to manage assignments and class discussions. 
Based on these experiences, one informant wished to convey to students that English 
is “an easy, relaxed language for communication” and “do not to be afraid to speak up.” 
If students can develop confidence and comfort in expressing themselves in English, 
he believed that his class would proceed smoothly. In addition, four of the informants 

expressed their wish for support from teaching assistants (TAs) who speak English as a 
second language, for instance, in terms of proofreading course materials, such as lecture 
slides and course syllabus, stimulating class discussions, or managing students’ questions 
on a one-to-one basis. In terms of receiving support from language experts (i.e., faculty 
members who specialize in ESL), half of the informants said they had no such personnel 
in their department, and the rest declined the idea stating that their involvement would 
cause conflicts of interest when determining the learning objectives and designing 
courses.

About half of the respondents expressed interest in receiving support from academic 
staff members, such as librarians and administrators. After explaining how time consuming 
it was to prepare course materials, four of the informants wished for librarians to help 
them check the availability of specific books, journals, and other materials or to improve 
online databases to ensure the accessibility of items relevant to their EMI courses for their 
students. Three of the informants emphasized the importance of administrative support 
to identify registered students’ academic backgrounds or completion levels within the 
curriculum before the start of the semester and to set rules regarding assignments to 
maintain consistent standards across EMI courses within a curriculum.

Discussion
In terms of difficulties, the findings largely concur with those reported in literature. 

Challenges pertaining to students’ limited English proficiency (Hanami, 2012; Nakamura, 
2003), instructors’ limited English proficiency (Bradford, 2016; Tange, 2010), and 
instructors’ increased workload (Tsuneyoshi, 2005) were addressed during the interviews. 
Similarly, the challenges arising from diverse student backgrounds were consistent with 
those reported in the literature. Consistent with Brown’s nationwide survey (2017), all of 
the informants in this study had both domestic and international students of differing 
content knowledge levels (Tange, 2010) and English proficiency levels (Bradford, 2016) in 
their classes. The present study supplemented these findings by adding that EMI students 
had differing levels of motivation to learn and different ways of engaging in discussion 
depending on their sociocultural backgrounds. Furthermore, the results emphasized 
the changeability and unpredictability of student enrollment every year. With such 
unpredictability, even those informants with relatively longer EMI teaching experience 
barely seemed to have benefitted from the accumulation of experience.

Considering the wide range of challenges faced by EMI instructors, it is unsurprising 
that the study participants believed that English proficiency is not the only skill required 
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to teach EMI classes. To manage the difficulties emerging from EMI implementations, 
EMI instructors need not only English skills but also deeper understanding of their own 
professional field, as well as superior teaching and communication skills, to deliver the 
contents through English to diverse student bodies. In this light, the seeming inconsistency 
of the informants’ perceptions with regards to the English level required to teach via EMI 
was interesting. Although the participants hailed from different disciplines, the challenges 
associated with English proficiency appeared to be common among them, affecting all 
stages of EMI implementation from class design to assignment provision. However, 
when asked about the required competencies, the participants tended to downplay the 
importance of having high levels of English proficiency. In several studies (Dearden & 
Macaro, 2016; Tan & Lan, 2011), a few science and math instructors at the university level 
exhibited a similar tendency to downplay the need for high levels of English proficiency to 
conduct EMI classes because of their belief that teaching those subjects involve using more 
of numbers and signs than sentences. While the respondents of those studies belonged 
to specific academic fields, the respondents of the present study hail from diverse fields. 
Future research should examine the extent to which the attitude identified among the 
informants of this study is prevalent and investigate the underlying reasons.

Equally interesting was the distinct lack of interest among the participants in receiving 
support from language experts despite the clear presence of linguistic challenges 
that all of the informants were aware of. The informants clearly expressed interest in 
receiving English-language support, such as introduction of English expressions used 
frequently in EMI classes and proofreading of course materials. However, they wanted 
to receive such support through faculty programs and TAs, not from linguistic experts. 
By contrast, the existing literature emphasizes the importance of collaboration between 
content and language specialists (Iyobe & Li, 2018; Kuwamura, 2019; Lu, 2020; Macaro, 
2018). As addressed above, EMI researchers define EMI as the teaching of specialized 
subjects and not the English language itself. EMI instructors often consider themselves 
not responsible for their students’ English problems (Yip et al., 2007). However, this 
definition is not necessarily agreed upon universally among professors from different 
fields (Macaro et al., 2018) or among students (Sugimoto, 2020). Considering these 
factors, EMI instructors may express concern about any possible conflicts of interest 
when collaborating with language experts, or they may simply wish to avoid the 
additional time burden that collaboration could entail. Moreover, they possibly do not 
know how such a collaboration could work and the benefits it could generate. Future 
studies should examine whether EMI instructors’ attitudes are derived from actual 
collaborative experience, or a lack of knowledge/resources.

Limitations of the Study
This was an exploratory study that examined the EMI experiences of nine participants 

belonging to the same university in Japan. Since it was a small-scale study in a specific 
university context, the findings cannot be generalized to other university contexts. The 
informants in this study belonged to six departments, and no informants from the other 
departments participated in the study. Additionally, the social desirability effect may have 
influenced the informants’ responses to the interviewer’s questions. Considering that 
informants and the researcher belonged to the same institution, the informants might 
have responded to the questions in a way that seemed more acceptable. Despite these 
limitations, the results identified recurring themes that have been addressed in previous 
studies and presented new insights related to EMI instructors’ support needs, which have 
not been sufficiently addressed in EMI research.

Conclusion
This study explored the competencies required to teach EMI courses and the types of 

support that EMI instructors wish to receive to administer their classes effectively. To 
the best of the researcher’s knowledge, this is the first study that examined those themes 
in the Japanese university context, and it yielded several contributions to EMI research 
and practice. First, it suggests that EMI is not a simple translation of course content into 
English but it involves multiple changes in class instructions and interactions; and thus, 
the required competencies are not limited to English proficiency but pertain to wider 
pedagogical and communicative skills. Second, the findings of this study indicated that 
there are many ways in which various academic staff, including university administrators, 
librarians, and TAs, could contribute to managing the challenges that instructors face 
when implementing EMI.
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