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Abstract 

Language of instruction policy plays a major role in the success of education, 

impacting stakeholders from different backgrounds, such as instructors, 

students, parents, and government officials. This article presents an analysis of 

English as a medium of instruction (EMI) research conducted in Arab world 

(AW) countries since the year 2000. A keyword search of the Scopus database 

returned 101 articles, 52 of which were removed using identified selection 

criteria. This left 49 articles analysed in terms of authorship, funding 

information, research instruments, contexts, publication year and place, 

citations, and key findings. The results were as follows: Although AW 

researchers have examined EMI policy in greater detail during the last five 

years, several AW contexts remain unexplored. Author affiliations were linked 

to the locations of funding organisations. Neither K-12 nor graduate EMI 

provision has been investigated fully. While EMI is a successful top-down 

policy well-suited to AW demographics, it is viewed negatively by most 

students, possibly because programmes are not designed well and instructors 

are insufficiently prepared to teach EMI programmes effectively. Although 

EMI’s one-size-fits-all approach is common in many AW institutions, 

educational levels and academic disciplines impact the success of EMI policy. 

I argue that AW and international researchers must collaborate to gain a wider 

understanding of AW contexts, and that research must strive to include other 

stakeholders, such as employers and parents. 
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Introduction 

The Arab world (AW) comprises 22 members of the League of Arab States: Algeria, 

Bahrain, the Comoros Islands, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, 

Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, 

Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.  

The term “Arab” does not refer to a “race”, but to those who speak Arabic as their native 

language. Arabs are united by their language, culture, and history. Their shared native 

language is the main factor uniting these countries (Britannica 2022). However, 

colonisation by countries such as Britain and France in the 18th and 19th centuries led 

to the replacement of Arabic as a medium of instruction (AMI) in many educational 

institutions across the AW. For example, French became widely used in Algeria, 

Morocco, and Tunisia, while English became dominant in Egypt, Iraq, Oman, and South 

Yemen (Alhamami 2015).  

The founding of the Arab League in 1945 marked the rise of pan-Arabism or Arab 

nationalism, during which Arab intellectuals called for the AW to use AMI at all levels 

of education (Britannica 2022). Language policy was used to promote a particular 

language, to protect minority languages, or to facilitate communication between 

different groups of people. It is an important field of study because it has a significant 

impact on people’s lives (Spolsky 2021). It can affect their access to education, 

employment, and other opportunities. Language policy can also shape their identity and 

sense of belonging (Spolsky 2021). Unfortunately, there is a lack of research on how 

applied linguistics can be used to inform language policy. In addition, applied linguists 

generally lack the knowledge and skills necessary to effectively communicate their 

research to policymakers (Deygers and Vanbuel 2022). 

English as a medium of instruction (EMI) has been the dominant policy in AW higher 

education for many decades. Macaro (2018, 19) defines EMI 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”. This definition 

informs our discussion of the selection criteria below. Most universities in the AW use 

EMI to teach science, medicine, and technology, while AMI is used in humanities and 

social sciences colleges. The findings of EMI research in the AW are complex and 

contradictory. Several factors limit these findings and prevent their generalisation to 

other Arab countries, educational levels, and academic subjects. As we will see later in 

this article, the historical, political, social, and educational contexts of EMI 

implementation require researchers to conduct several studies in one context in order to 

understand the factors that influence the success of EMI policy in any programme. This 

is a heavy burden for scholars. It is currently difficult to claim that the findings of an 

EMI policy study in a private university apply to a public university in the same country, 

or that the results of an EMI study in a graduate programme apply to an undergraduate 

programme at the same university.  
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The impact of EMI policy is a topic of interest for researchers and policymakers in 

various academic fields. There have been studies on EMI in healthcare (Alhamami and 

Almelhi 2021a), science (Alhamami and Almelhi 2021b; Tai 2022), engineering (Hama, 

Ahmed, and Ahmed 2018; Manakul 2007), business (Oraif and Alrashed 2022; 

Thompson, Takezawa, and Rose 2022), and dentistry (Rodis et al. 2013), among others. 

Several researchers and international organisations have emphasised the need for more 

EMI research to determine patterns and trends (Orduna-Nocito and Sánchez-García 

2022), as many developing countries face policy challenges in deciding on the language 

of instruction (UNESCO 2021). Systematic reviews of EMI policy and practice have 

been conducted in other contexts, such as South Korea (Williams 2015), business 

schools (Vélez, Giner, and Clemente 2020), and higher education (Macaro et al. 2018). 

Dang, Bonar, and Yao (2023) carried out a systematic review of EMI in professional 

learning at university, focusing on the Chinese context. However, to the best of the my 

knowledge, no systematic review of EMI in AW countries has been conducted.  

The association of EMI with colonisation and the association of EMI with an elite social 

class and better job opportunities can have a significant impact on students’ attitudes 

towards EMI policy. In some countries, English is perceived as the language of the elite 

social classes, and its use in education is seen as a way to gain social and economic 

advantage (see Al-Kahtany and Alhamami 2022 in the AW; Liu, Nam, and Yang 2023 

in China). Kirkpatrick (2011) argues that the perceived value of English in Asia has 

become more prominent in recent years, due to the rapid changes in sociopolitical and 

socioeconomic environments. Kirkpatrick suggests that English is now seen as essential 

for both academic and professional success in the region. Other researchers have 

associated the spread of English with colonisation. Phillipson (2018) argues that EMI 

in non-anglophone countries is a form of linguistic imperialism. He claims that EMI 

policy has led to adverse outcomes in several aspects, such as low achievement of 

learning outcomes, challenges to students’ identity, limited access to educational 

resources, unjust treatments, and unfair assessment in undergraduate programmes.  

Macedo, Dendrinos, and Gounari (2015) support Phillipson’s (2018) claims, arguing 

that the hegemony of English has led to the marginalisation and even extinction of 

minority languages. They point out that some national languages have ceased to exist 

as media for education and/or communication among their native speakers. This can 

have a devastating impact on the cultural heritage of those communities. In addition to 

the negative consequences of EMI, some scholars have also argued that it can lead to 

domain loss and inequities for students and instructors. Sah and Li (2018) argue that 

EMI can lead to students losing their knowledge and skills in their native language. This 

can make it difficult for them to succeed in school and in the workforce. EMI can also 

lead to educational inequality, as it disproportionately disadvantages students from 

lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Sah and Li (2018) argue that students are less likely 

to have access to high-quality English language education, and that they are more likely 

to experience challenges in learning in a foreign language.  
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The global hegemony of English is essential to contextualise this within the historical 

background of EMI policy in the AW. This hegemony, as a matter of fact, rather than 

conquest and violence, has significantly influenced language policy and education 

systems worldwide. Williams (1977) characterises hegemony as a pervasive set of 

practices and expectations that form a common understanding of the world, thus 

constituting an experienced reality for most members of society. This concept aligns 

with the widespread adoption of English as a lingua franca in various domains, including 

education, particularly in non-native English-speaking countries. The linguistic 

hegemony of English has often been perceived as neutral, leading societies to adopt it 

without question. However, this overlooks the historical processes that contributed to 

its dominance. 

Colonial history played a pivotal role in establishing English as a dominant language in 

many parts of the world. The colonisation by European powers led to the imposition of 

their languages and cultures upon indigenous peoples, often at the expense of local 

languages and cultures (Bamgbose 2011). In the AW, this shift was marked by the 

replacement of Arabic with European languages in many educational institutions, a 

phenomenon that continued well into the postcolonial era. Phillipson (2011) and 

Macedo, Dendrinos, and Gounari (2015) argue that this form of linguistic imperialism 

has led to the marginalisation of minority languages and the erosion of cultural heritage. 

In the context of EMI in the AW, this hegemony manifests in the preference for English 

in the teaching of scientific and technical subjects. While the spread of English is often 

linked to opportunities and modernisation, it also raises questions about linguistic 

colonialism and its impact on educational systems, students’ identity, and access to 

resources. Phillipson (2018), and Sah and Li (2018) highlight the potential adverse 

outcomes of an EMI policy, such as educational inequalities and the loss of native 

language skills. This hegemonic influence extends to the realm of education, as 

described by Macaulay (1935), who aimed to create an elite class in India that would 

serve colonial interests. Such policies, while claiming modernisation and development, 

often led to the sidelining of native languages and traditions. 

Poon (2013) argues that the dominance of EMI has raised a number of educational, 

linguistic, and socioeconomic issues. These include rote learning, low motivation, 

declining language standards, and restricted social mobility. In United Arab Emirates, 

Belhiah and Elhami (2015) found that being educated exclusively in English can 

exacerbate rote learning and memorisation, as students may be reluctant to read in a 

language they barely understand. Therefore, students’ attitudes towards EMI policy can 

be influenced by their perception of English. Some students may see English as a 

language of colonisation and oppression, while others may see it as a language of elite 

social class and better job opportunities. These different perceptions can lead to different 

attitudes towards EMI, with some students being more positive and others being more 

negative. 



Alhamami 

5 

Based on previous published research, this study expects to fill gaps in the literature and 

make several contributions. First, the study will provide an overview of EMI research 

in the AW, which has received little attention in the literature. In addition, international 

educationists will gain insights about AW language policy. Second, the study will 

identify key trends and themes in EMI research in the AW, such as the impact of EMI 

on students’ academic achievement, the challenges of implementing EMI, and the 

factors that contribute to the success of EMI. Third, the study will provide directions for 

future research in EMI in general and in the AW in particular. I will identify areas for 

future research such as the impact of EMI on students’ long-term language learning, the 

impact of EMI on students’ cultural identity, and the impact of EMI on the teaching 

profession. This will fill a gap in the current literature by providing suggestions for 

future research on EMI in the AW. Fourth, the study will make recommendations for 

EMI policymakers in the AW, such as providing more support for EMI teachers, 

developing more effective EMI materials, and collecting more data on the impact of 

EMI. Fifth, the study will show the need for collaboration between AW and 

international researchers.  

The study aims to present the main findings of EMI in the AW, illuminating the trends 

and key topics covered to date, providing directions for future research, and making 

recommendations for the region’s EMI policymakers. EMI policy in AW countries is a 

complex and multifaceted issue with far-reaching implications for students, instructors, 

parents, and government officials. This study provides an overview of EMI research 

conducted in AW countries since the year 2000 using the Scopus database. 

Methodology 

Scopus is a widely used source of data for literature reviews (Hallinger and Kovačević 

2019). It is prestigious (Guz and Rushchitsky 2009): faculty members in Asia can be 

rewarded approximately three times more for publishing in a Scopus-indexed journal 

than in a locally indexed journal (Vitta and Al-Hoorie 2017). Scopus is widely 

recommended for literature reviews because it contains more high-quality articles than 

other databases (Mohsen 2021). The choice of Scopus as the sole database was 

intentional, prioritising the inclusion of high-quality articles pertinent to the AW. The 

Science Citation Index Expanded and the Social Sciences Citation Index, while 

reputable, offer limited coverage of journals that encompass research from the Arab 

context, a primary focus of this study. Furthermore, to maintain the integrity of this 

review, I sought to avoid databases such as Google Scholar and the Directory of Open 

Access Journals (DOAJ), where the consistency of peer-review standards is more 

variable. By selecting Scopus, known for its stringent indexation criteria, I ensured a 

comprehensive collection of high-quality scholarly articles, thus balancing the breadth 

and depth of research outputs within the parameters of rigorous academic scrutiny. Also, 

Scopus offers a powerful advanced search function that allows users to search for 

articles by keywords, publication date, journal impact factor, and other criteria. Scopus 

indexes over 27,950 active peer-reviewed journals from across the world. Content 
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curation is an important part of Scopus’s quality. Only the most reliable journals and 

their content are available in Scopus because they are carefully selected by an 

independent group of subject experts (Scopus 2023).  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The criteria for inclusion were divided into two stages. The first stage involved 

searching the Scopus database. The second stage involved assessing the content of the 

articles to ensure that they met the six eligibility criteria suggested by other EMI 

researchers (e.g., Macaro et al. 2018; Macaro and Aizawa 2022). 

In the first stage, I established a set of inclusion searching criteria following the 

protocols developed by Macaro et al. (2018). First, I included all articles available 

within the database that had been published or accepted for publication on or before 30 

December 2022. I used the keywords from Macaro et al. (2018) and added more 

keywords related to Arabic language as follows: “medium of instruction” OR “language 

of instruction” OR “English medium of instruction” OR “English as a medium of 

instruction” OR “content and language integrated learning” OR “Arabic medium of 

instruction” OR “Arabic as a medium of instruction”. 

The search yielded 3,763 documents in total. I then applied several restricting searching 

strategies. Limiting the results to the 2000–2022 period identified 3,497 documents, a 

set that shrank radically to 132 articles when the results were restricted to AW countries, 

and then subsequently to 101 articles (conferences, books, graduate dissertations, and 

editorials were excluded), which meant that only peer-reviewed journal articles were 

included in the review. I then exported the data to an Excel spreadsheet containing the 

following information: the authors’ full names, ID numbers, affiliations, and 

correspondence addresses; the full and abbreviated article title; the year of publication; 

the abstract; indexed keywords; references; funding details; ISSN; the language of the 

original article; its publication stage; its citing authors; whether it was published on an 

open access or subscription model. 

In the second stage, I downloaded the complete manuscripts of these 101 articles and 

read their titles and abstracts. Some abstracts did not explicitly refer to the language of 

instruction. In such cases, I consulted the full articles to confirm their relevance to the 

study objectives. The rationale for the inclusion criteria was that they were based on the 

protocols developed by Macaro et al. (2018) in their systematic review of EMI studies. 

So, the following six criteria were adopted to meet the context of the study and to meet 

the definition of EMI studies suggested by Macaro et al. (2018): (1) The study was 

conducted in an Arabic-speaking country and in instructional settings where the 

majority of the population were Arabic speakers. (2) The study focused on an EMI 

setting. (3) The students were learning academic subjects in English (English language, 

English for academic purposes [EAP], English for specific purposes [ESP] or similar 

classes whose primary outcomes were language-related were excluded). (4) The 

research took place in secondary or higher educational contexts where acquisition of 
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content knowledge was the predominant learning outcome. (5) The study used empirical 

data collection methods such as interviews, questionnaires, observations, and tests. The 

study was designed to investigate the effects of content and language integrated learning 

(CLIL) and EMI on language learning outcomes, but the actual instruction in the study 

did not focus on language learning. Instead, the focus was on scientific content learning. 

This is because I was interested in understanding how CLIL and EMI could be used to 

support the learning of academic content in English, rather than in improving students’ 

English language skills.  

The articles that met the inclusion criteria were then analysed. Some information was 

automatically downloaded from the database, while the remainder (consisting of the 

study location, educational level, description of the participants, the focus of the study, 

research methods and instruments, and the key findings) were added after I had carefully 

read the articles. After all the articles had been read, 52 were removed because they did 

not match the selection criteria, leaving 49 articles in the final list.  

The following are examples of the 52 studies that were excluded from the review 

because they did not meet the inclusion criteria discussed above: Studies that did not 

meet the EMI definition by Macaro (2018) were excluded. For example, some of the 

studies were conducted in the English department and translation department (e.g., 

Masrai, El-Dakhs, and Yahya 2022) and English as a foreign language (EFL) centres 

(e.g., Al-Shboul 2022), or involved tutoring in writing centres (Eleftheriou 2019). In 

these studies, the participants were learning English as the main subject, not other 

academic content subjects such engineering, chemistry, and mathematics. Studies 

whose main focus was not EMI and language of instruction were excluded. For 

example, Hijji (2017) investigated the use of rubrics to assess students in nursing 

programmes, but the main focus of the article was not on EMI or language of instruction. 

Some studies were non-empirical. For example, the articles by Yushau (2009) and 

Ismail (2014) were both conceptual and did not report any empirical data. Studies that 

were not conducted in Arabic-speaking countries were excluded. Some studies that were 

included in the Scopus database were conducted in non-Arabic-speaking countries, but 

appeared in the search result because one of the authors had an affiliation in an Arabic-

speaking country. For example, Demmans Epp, Park, and Plumb (2015), Widodo, Fang, 

and Elyas (2020), and Siddiquah et al. (2021) were all conducted in Canada, China, and 

Pakistan, respectively. Studies that focused on learning other content using AMI were 

excluded. For example, Barnawi (2022) investigated how Indonesian students who learn 

Arabic in AMI Saudi universities learn the other academic subjects. So, it was excluded 

since it does not focus on EMI. 
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Results and Discussion 

Bibliometric Indicators  

Figure 1: Articles by year of publication  

Figure 1 shows that research interest in EMI in the AW has grown markedly over the 

past five years. Unfortunately, no EMI studies from the region were indexed in Scopus 

between 2000 and 2010. One explanation for this could be that the year 2011 marks the 

surge of scholarly interest in EMI research (Macaro et al. 2018). These findings support 

other researchers’ views that EMI research in higher education is currently trending 

(Macaro 2018; Wilkinson 2017), with EMI policy and practice garnering considerable 

attention from local and international educators and policymakers. However, research 

in this area is still in its infancy (Galloway and Rose 2021), and much of the EMI 

phenomenon remains unexplained. 

 

Table 1: Studies’ locations 

Studies’ Locations  
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Table 1 shows that most EMI studies were conducted in Saudi Arabia (22 out of 49), 
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published studies were conducted in the Arabian Gulf region, but none from other 

Arabic-speaking countries such as Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Oman, Tunisia, and Libya. 

Increased funding can address the underlying factors contributing to the lack of research 

in these regions. These factors include limited research funding opportunities, lack of 

research infrastructure, research priorities not aligned with the broader EMI field, and 

limited availability of postgraduate programmes focused on EMI research. Addressing 

these factors through funding can help develop research capacity, incentivise EMI-

focused research, and nurture future generations of EMI researchers, ultimately 

fostering a more balanced research landscape. The dearth of research from these 

locations points to the need for more collaboration among researchers in AW countries. 

Such research would produce more generalisable findings while revealing more of the 

particular characteristics of each country. Orduna-Nocito and Sánchez-García (2022) 

stress the need for more EMI research to determine global patterns and trends, echoing 

the call made by other researchers and international organisations, such as UNESCO 

(2021), which recommended that many developing countries should carefully explore 

their current language of instruction policy. Several AW countries face EMI policy 

challenges that remain unexamined by educational researchers and policymakers, as 

illustrated above. 

Table 2: Author affiliations and funding information 

Countries Affiliation 

King Khalid University, Abha, Saudi Arabia 8 

Qatar University, Qatar  4 

King Saud bin Abdulaziz University for Health Sciences, Saudi Arabia 3 

Hassan II University, Faculty of Arts and Humanities, Mohammedia, Morocco 3 

Zayed University, Dubai, United Arab Emirates  2 

Note: Figures based on author affiliations for 49 articles; all other institutions were mentioned 

once only.  

Table 2 shows that King Khalid University in Saudi Arabia had the highest percentage 

of author affiliations (8 articles), followed by Qatar University (4). Furthermore, 20 of 

the articles were funded by different universities and organisations. King Khalid 

University funded the most research (5 articles), followed by Qatar University (2), with 

the remaining organisations funding one article each. The fact that almost half of the 

published articles were funded by organisations demonstrates the interest of EMI 

policymakers in the AW. However, countries such as Egypt, Yemen, Libya, Sudan, and 

Tunisia require more extensive funding to support EMI research. This would generate 

better data and more informed policy decisions. Overall, Tables 1 and 2 show that Saudi 

Arabia had both the highest number of published articles and the highest number of 

funded projects. This suggests that EMI is a priority in Saudi Arabia, and that the 

government is investing in research to support this policy. It is important to note, 
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however, that other AW countries also have EMI policies, but they may not have the 

same level of funding or support for research. This is a potential area for future 

collaboration between AW countries, as they can share resources and knowledge to 

improve EMI research and practice. 

Journals and Authors  

The articles were published in 44 journals. The Language Policy Journal had the highest 

number of articles (3), followed by The Asian EFL Journal, The Eastern Mediterranean 

Health Journal, and Health Professions Education with two each. The remaining 

journals contributed one article each and the overall list indicated that journals based in 

Asia and the Middle East were more interested in AW EMI policy research than journals 

from other regions. These results indicated an opportunity for international journals and 

researchers to support and collaborate on research into AW educational policy. In total, 

19 of the articles (39%) were open access or hybrid gold open access, indicating the 

popularity of these publishing models.  

The sample contained 94 authors in total: Alhamami was the most published author, 

with six articles, followed by Salah Ben Hammo and Abdelaziz Kesbi (two articles 

each). All other authors had only published one or two articles. This underlined the 

relationship between funding information and published authors: Alhamami and Ben 

Hammou are affiliated with the universities of King Khalid and Hassan II, respectively. 

In terms of the number of Scopus citations (citation counts vary by database: a Google 

Scholar search would produce different results), Belhiah and Elhami’s (2015) article in 

Language Policy had the highest number of citations, followed by Suliman and Tadros’s 

(2011) Nurse Education Today article, Palfreyman and Al-Bataineh’s (2018) article 

published in Language Awareness, and Schoepp’s (2018) article in Higher Education 

Quarterly. The remaining articles had fewer than 15 citations and approximately 10 

articles had none at all. The most-cited articles were published in international journals 

whose impact and citation numbers were likely to be greater by virtue of their global 

readership. 
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Methodology, Participants, and Educational Level 

Figure 2: Types of participants 

In total, 38 of the published studies (78%) were conducted in undergraduate settings. 

Just 10 articles (20%) were based on K-12 research and only one (2%) was conducted 

on a postgraduate programme. These findings demonstrate the need for additional 

research at graduate and K-12 levels. Most study subjects were students (23 articles), 

followed by students and instructors (15 articles), and instructors (7 articles), as shown 

in Figure 2. However, stakeholders such as administrators and parents were severely 

under-represented in the research. In addition, most articles did not incorporate the 

views of several types of stakeholders (students, instructors, administrators, and 

parents). One exception was Alhamami (2022), who reported on engineering students’ 

and instructors’ views of EMI policy on their university courses. 

Figure 3: Research methods 
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Turning to research methodology, most studies (20) used mixed-methods (quantitative 

and qualitative) analyses. These researchers tended to use questionnaires containing 

both closed- and open-ended items as well as interviews. A total of 17 studies were 

purely quantitative, using closed-ended survey questions and tests, while 12 used only 

qualitative methods (see Figure 3). However, quantitative research’s inherent 

methodological limitation lies in the potential oversimplification of complex 

phenomena, which may not fully capture the depth and breadth of participant 

experiences, attitudes, and nuances. Closed-ended survey questions and tests, typical of 

these quantitative studies, preclude the richness of data that open-ended qualitative 

approaches might elicit.  

On the other hand, the 12 studies exclusively employing qualitative methodologies 

provide detailed, context-rich insights, enabling a deeper understanding of individual 

perceptions. Yet, this method’s limitation surfaces in its constrained generalisability and 

potential researcher bias. The subjective nature of data collection and analysis in 

qualitative research can lead to results that are less easily applicable to broader 

populations. These methodological considerations highlight the need for a careful 

selection of research design, which ideally aligns with the research objectives and 

questions while acknowledging the potential trade-offs between the depth of 

understanding and breadth of applicability inherent in these differing methodological 

paradigms. Although most studies claimed to use mixed methods, the rigour of their 

methodological design and implementation was limited—to the extent that, as suggested 

by Creswell and Clark (2017), they could not be described as mixed-methods studies. 

Mixed-methods research is not simply the use of quantitative and qualitative methods 

in a single study. Rather, it is the integration of these methods at various stages of the 

research process, from research design to sampling to interpretation. This integration is 

essential for high-quality mixed-methods research, as it allows for a more 

comprehensive understanding of the research problem than would be possible with 

either method alone (Creswell and Clark 2017). While questionnaires and interviews 

were widely used, there was a relative paucity of experimental EMI research such as 

that of El-Dakhs, Salem, and Al-Haqbani (2020) whose research was carried out under 

controlled conditions using tools including tests and online applications. 

Key Findings 

Findings Related to Monolingual Language Policy 

Most studies in the AW have emphasised that decisions to implement EMI in 

universities were often made without carefully considering the potential repercussions 

on native language and culture (Mustafawi et al. 2022). These decisions were often 

based on vaguely formulated, top-down policies (Alhasnawi 2021). For example, Ben 

Hammou and Kesbi (2023a) report that pre-service Moroccan teachers criticised the 

Ministry of Education for not involving them when developing the country’s new policy 

for bilingual education, which left Moroccan schools unprepared for the use of EMI. 

This reflects the wider issue that EMI policy is frequently based on fallacies regarding 
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the nature of language, the “fuzzy” assessment of educational priorities, or both (Al-

Kahtany and Alhamami 2022). 

Other researchers (e.g., Alshareef et al. 2018; Khan 2021) have asserted that the use of 

EMI in medical education is justifiable since English is now the default language in the 

health sciences. The availability of medical resources was the main factor influencing 

the choice of EMI. Wanphet and Tantawy (2018) demonstrate that EMI students’ 

learning experiences differed due to their varied educational and linguistic backgrounds. 

Most students and half of the instructors advocated English-only science instruction. 

This research highlights that EMI policy issues will continue to haunt policymakers and 

educational reformers until the unique features of teaching/learning contexts and the 

availability of human and physical resources are accounted for (Mustafawi and Shaaban 

2019). In the AW—as in other regions of the world—social and cultural factors must 

be considered when making educational policy decisions.  

Findings Related to Bilingual Language Policy 

The findings of other studies support both bilingual and plurilingual policies. For 

example, Arab students on health sciences courses preferred to learn bilingually due to 

the lack of educational resources to support monolingual instruction and their low 

English proficiency (Yousif et al. 2014). In the UAE, schools have been advised to adopt 

bilingual education programmes because students with low English proficiency struggle 

to learn the subject matter (Belhiah and Elhami 2015). Coelho, Khalil, and Shankar 

(2024) report on the widespread use of plurilingual pedagogies in higher education in 

the UAE, where students have diverse national backgrounds and speak different mother 

tongues. 

Pre-service teachers in Moroccan schools regarded current bilingual education 

programmes favourably because they enable students and STEM teachers to improve 

their language proficiency; these instructors also believed their schools were ready for 

more EMI classes (Ben Hammou and Kesbi 2023a). In Saudi universities, Alasmari et 

al. (2022) indicate that content instructors generally viewed translanguaging positively 

because it helped students understand complex terms and communicate better in their 

EMI classes. Bilingual Arabic and English teachers prefer translanguaging and appeared 

less reliant on the traditional monolingual approach to undergraduate teaching. 

Hopkyns, Zoghbor, and Hassall (2021) stress the importance of creative 

translanguaging practices, arguing that such grassroots hybridity could act as a counter-

discourse to rigid “English-only” expectations in EMI programmes based on the 

separateness and “purity” of national languages. 

In the UAE, Alshamsi and Alsheikh (2020) discovered that fifth-grade students’ English 

and Arabic biliteracy was not at the expected grade level. The reasons included a lack 

of continuous bilingual/biliteracy interactions, lack of parental involvement, and the 

absence of a rich school context. In Dubai private schools, Azzam (2019) suggests a 

model based on four core principles: (1) explicit mention of bilingualism as a stated 
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goal; (2) the use of both Arabic and English as media of instruction, with subjects 

delivered in one or other language in roughly equal proportions; (3) the deployment of 

first-language Arabic and English teachers in equal measure or, alternatively, the 

utilisation of bilingual teachers; and (4) the promotion and use of Arabic in everyday 

tasks, both at home and in school. The findings also indicate that the model can assume 

multiple variants of language. 

Findings Related to Stakeholders’ Beliefs 

Most studies have analysed students’ and/or instructors’ attitudes towards EMI. Broadly 

speaking, the language of instruction preferred by students can be predicted by wider 

social attitudes. It is therefore unsurprising that most students—except for those on non-

healthcare programmes—view EMI negatively and AMI more positively (Alhamami 

2019; Graham, Eslami, and Hillman 2021). There are a few exceptions, such as the 

study by Alhamami and Almelhi (2021a), which indicates that Saudi students prefer 

AMI in Saudi undergraduate healthcare education programmes. In the same context, 

Alhamami (2022) has surveyed engineering instructors in undergraduate engineering 

programmes in a Saudi public university and find that they do not believe that EMI 

policy impacted students’ ability to participate in classroom activities and examinations. 

However, students in the same study reported that EMI negatively impacted their grades 

and comprehension. This suggests a contradiction between students’ and instructors’ 

perspectives on the impact of EMI. 

Healthcare education research shows that students view EMI in consistently positive 

terms, preferring it to AMI alternatives, such as the study by Alfakhry, Dashash, and 

Jamous (2020) in Syrian public universities. Students and teachers suffer from the 

insufficiency and poor quality of Arabic medical translations and a shortage of up-to-

date study materials in the language. In Morocco, graduate students view the future 

implementation of EMI at universities in a favourable light. They also recommend the 

gradual implementation of EMI at lower levels and the introduction of English as a 

foreign language to replace French in elementary schools (Ben Hammou and Kesbi 

2023b). 

The sole study to investigate parental attitudes to EMI in the AW was conducted by Al-

Qahtani and Al Zumor (2016), who suggest that Saudi parents had positive attitudes 

towards using EMI in international private primary schools. Many Saudi parents prefer 

to send their children to such private schools because they realise the importance of 

English as an international language. The use of EMI policy in the AW is a complex 

and multifaceted issue with a variety of potential effects on students’ identities. Some 

studies have demonstrated that EMI can lead to a sense of alienation from students’ own 

culture and language, while others have shown that it can help students to develop a 

more globalised identity. For example, Mustafawi et al. (2022) highlight that Qatari 

university students have a strong preference for AMI. They believe that Arabic is more 

valuable as a symbol of their individual, social, and cultural identity. However, they 

also recognise the importance of English for professional and academic success. 



Alhamami 

15 

Belhiah and Elhami (2015) have realised that students and teachers in the UAE have 

mixed feelings about EMI. Students struggle to learn in English due to their low 

proficiency, but they also see the benefits of being able to communicate in English with 

the global community. Teachers are concerned about the impact of EMI on students’ 

academic performance and their ability to develop their own Arabic language skills. 

Palfreyman and Al-Bataineh (2018) stress that students view English as a lingua franca 

neutrally but value its contribution to educational and employment opportunities. 

Moreover, they report that English is associated with modern social prestige but is not 

embraced explicitly as a language of identity—unlike Arabic, which is sometimes seen 

as a key element of local identity and a sign of backwardness in UAE schools. 

In Kuwait, Hasanen, Al-Kandari, and Al-Sharoufi (2014) report that students who study 

at universities that use EMI are more likely to embrace a global identity. However, they 

also find that viewing local television programmes and using the internet can help to 

strengthen national identity. In Saudi Arabia, Al-Kahtany and Alhamami (2022) argue 

that EMI is a form of linguistic imperialism that can have a negative impact on students’ 

identities. They stress that participants in EMI programmes do not engage in authentic, 

rigorous, and fun learning. They observe that decisions to use EMI are often based on 

fallacies regarding the nature of language. These studies suggest that EMI can have a 

complex and multifaceted impact on identity in the AW. It can lead to both positive and 

negative outcomes, depending on the specific context. More research is needed to better 

understand the impact of EMI on identity and to develop policies that promote 

educational justice for all students. 

Findings Related to Programme Learning Outcomes 

Overall, these studies indicate that EMI policy has a serious impact on learning 

outcomes across the AW. Al Zumor (2019) and Alhamami and Almelhi (2021b) 

highlight that teaching scientific disciplines in EMI has a seriously negative impact on 

students’ comprehension and assessment of scientific content, causing anxiety, 

frustration, tension, fear, embarrassment, and ultimately, poor educational outcomes. 

Masri (2020) indicates that students face psychological, academic, social, and cultural 

difficulties when transitioning from Arabic schools to EMI universities, where their 

English proficiency directly influences their performance in mathematical problem-

solving tests (Abuqutaish and Al-Zayed 2020), confirming earlier research by Yushau 

and Hafidz (2015). Recognising the meanings of unfamiliar terms tends to be students’ 

greatest difficulty and impacts their academic performance, perhaps explaining why 

students in one study expressed great appreciation for their ESP course (Gaffas 2019). 

English is not the only hub around which the theory and practice of mathematics 

revolves. In fact, mathematics discourses tend to be translanguaged and multi-

semioticised as part of individuals’ local meaning-making and knowledge-construction 

practices (Alhasnawi 2021). 

Alhamami (2022) has discovered that first-year students’ English proficiency correlates 

significantly with their overall grade point average (GPA) upon completing their five-
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year programmes. Similarly, Osmani et al. (2017) find that the language of instruction 

used in Qatari business schools is a statistically significant predictor of academic level 

in interpersonal and analytical skills as well as in planning and organisation, 

communication, and self-management. Most students believe that learning in English 

did not affect their academic learning and performance in medical education. However, 

a good proportion support the teaching of medicine in both Arabic and English (Tayem 

et al. 2020), whereas most of the students and faculty members surveyed by Alrajhi et 

al. (2019) agree that studying in English enabled better access to medical information 

and more job opportunities. Less than 15% of the students in their sample prefer to be 

taught in Arabic in most aspects of the curriculum, except for communication skills 

(28%) and the Objective Structured Clinical Examination. 

EMI increases students’ linguistic skills and, more particularly, their receptive skills 

(Alfehaid 2018), improving the intentionality of their academic communication. 

Hasanen, Al-Kandari, and Al-Sharoufi (2014) have examined the influence of EMI and 

international media on national/global identity in Kuwait. They find that students at EMI 

universities tend to embrace a global identity whereas viewing local (Kuwaiti) TV 

programmes and internet usage predict national identity. 

It is possible to argue that EMI is part of a system that lacks educational justice and is 

strongly connected to linguistic hegemony and the colonisation of consciousness. Some 

of the findings above show that participants on EMI programmes do not enjoy learning 

opportunities that are authentic, rigorous, or fun. Decisions to use EMI are often based 

on fallacies regarding the nature of language, the fuzzy assessment of educational 

priorities, or both (Al-Kahtany and Alhamami 2022). The studies reported above 

suggest that a large proportion of students feel negatively affected by EMI, excluded 

from the decision to use it, and support switching to AMI. Thus, there are contradictions 

between the objectives of the current policy and its actual outcomes, with student 

outcomes on science programmes particularly impacted (Alhamami 2019). 

Recommendations Based on the Reviewed Studies 

Although Arabic is the official language of the AW, differences between countries make 

it difficult to implement a single-language policy. For example, the linguistic diversity 

of UAE students contrasts sharply with the single native language spoken by learners in 

Saudi Arabia. Morocco’s colonial past established French as the first-choice foreign 

language and medium of instruction. While many researchers support the switch to EMI 

by replacing French as the first foreign language in Morocco’s primary and middle 

schools with English (Ben Hammou and Kesbi 2023a), the country’s historical and 

demographical complexities must be carefully considered by language policymakers. 

Moreover, specific university subjects may require particular policies. EMI appears best 

suited to teach medicine, where positive attitudes toward EMI are shared by students 

and teachers. Policymakers should focus on improving the English proficiency of 

students and providing ongoing English language learning opportunities for the entire 



Alhamami 

17 

duration of healthcare programmes (Alhamami and Almelhi 2021a). However, subjects 

such as mathematics, physics, and engineering might benefit from the use of the mother 

tongue (Hama, Ahmed, and Ahmed 2018). Educators also need to consider the 

availability of educational and human resources when deciding the medium of 

instruction for each university major. EMI policy appears better suited to graduate 

programmes where students require access to the latest research in their fields. This is 

generally less of a concern for undergraduates, whose instructors can translate materials 

into Arabic to help students update them. 

Overall, having one policy for all university majors might not be an effective strategy. 

Some researchers have suggested implementing a bilingual curriculum in which 

instruction is delivered in English and Arabic, arguing that this will help establish 

biliteracy skills where students currently struggle to learn course content due to their 

low English proficiency (Belhiah and Elhami 2015). In any case, as Coelho, Khalil, and 

Shankar (2024) report, most teachers implement plurilingual teaching practices, a stance 

that explicitly acknowledges the value of other languages and challenges institutional 

preferences for monolingual classrooms. 

One crucial component of a successful EMI programme is the application of rigorous 

admissions criteria. For example, Schoepp (2018) has found that International English 

Language Testing System (IELTS) scores are a meaningful predictor of academic 

success, especially in the EMI environment in the UAE, and could therefore be used to 

gauge students’ English level prior to their courses. Other researchers recommend 

embedding language learning courses into university programmes since ongoing 

language learning support will improve students’ proficiency as they take their content 

courses. Currently, many AW students are dissatisfied with their language courses 

(Sinno and El Takach 2020), while their instructors are frustrated by their lack of 

English proficiency (Abouzeid 2021). 

Alhamami (2021) recommends that instructors differentiate between students’ English 

proficiency and their subject knowledge (in this case, computer science) in assessments 

and that learners’ preferred language of instruction should be considered when 

designing computer science curricula. Another recommendation is to design learning 

materials that utilise students’ mother tongues to help them succeed in their EMI 

programmes. For instance, Alsuliman et al. (2019) propose that simplified Arabic 

combined with English terminology could be used in health sciences course books. The 

participants in their experiment score higher and prefer hybrid texts (Arabic and 

English) over monolingual ones. Masrai, El-Dakhs, and Al Khawar (2022) demonstrate 

that general and specialist vocabulary knowledge is positively correlated with students’ 

learning outcomes on EMI courses. It appears possible that a suitable English 

curriculum, a blend of appropriate content, technology integration, and digital pedagogy 

may yield far better results in a given situation. There is an urgent need to include ESP 

in the curriculum. 
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The final suggestion from reviewed studies concerns teacher training. Ellili-Cherif 

(2014) stresses that the challenges faced by many EMI teachers stem from ineffective 

organisational planning for EMI policy changes and a lack of teacher preparedness for 

their implementation. Similarly, the instructors interviewed by Bahous, Bacha, and 

Nabhani (2011) emphasise the need for teacher-training programmes and resources to 

enable national EMI policy to be implemented effectively. 

Concluding Remarks 

I now recap the findings from this review. First, EMI policy has gained increasing 

attention from AW researchers and policymakers over the last five years, as shown in 

Figure 1. However, this trend has not applied to all Arabic-speaking countries, with little 

research output from Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Oman, Tunisia, or Libya. I therefore 

recommend closer collaboration among AW researchers to investigate these hitherto 

neglected national contexts. 

Second, as Table 2 shows, funding was linked to more extensive EMI research output. 

Among AW nations, Saudi Arabia had more (funded) articles published over the period, 

with King Khalid University achieving the highest number of funded articles and the 

most first-author affiliations. Journals based in Asia and the Middle East published more 

EMI studies focusing on the AW, pointing to the need for AW and international 

researchers to collaborate and represent the large EMI student populations of these 

countries more extensively. Clearly, the impact of EMI research from the AW is linked 

to the global reach of different publications: International journals such as Language 

Policy and Language Awareness will have more citations, allowing them to publish 

more research and reach a wider readership. 

Most EMI research undertaken in AW settings has focused on undergraduate 

programmes, with few studies conducted on K-12 or postgraduate settings—an 

oversight that should be remedied by future research. In addition, most of these research 

participants were students and/or instructors. The study therefore recommends that 

future studies include other stakeholders such as educational administrators, employers, 

and students’ family members: doing so will lead to better EMI decision-making. 

While many studies of EMI in the AW claim to use mixed-methods designs, these were 

rarely rigorous, indicating the need to make more comprehensive research training 

programmes available to scholars, who will then reach more valid and reliable 

conclusions. Whereas data collection tended to focus on surveys and interviews, there 

was a lack of experimental research into EMI. The current study therefore recommends 

that the need for better research training be met by governments and university 

administrators. AW universities and research centres could conduct online training 

sessions and face-to-face workshops by research methodology experts on the three main 

types of research methods: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods. This would 

improve the quality of research methodology in the region. 
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EMI policy is a top-down reflection of similar approaches to decision-making in the 

spheres of education, politics, and economics in AW countries. It is influenced by 

several factors, such as the demographic characteristics of each country, the particular 

academic discipline involved, and educational levels. Unfortunately, one-size-fits-all 

decisions are common in most educational institutions across the AW. 

Most studies have shown that students view EMI negatively, exceptionally healthcare 

majors. Arabic is cherished as a high-status language by most students, who value it 

greatly as a symbol of their individual, social, and cultural identities. However, most 

instructors support the introduction of EMI although subject specialists require 

additional training to teach EMI courses effectively. Future research might compare the 

effectiveness of different forms of EMI training for instructors using classroom 

observational methods. 

Overall, switching to an English-only approach to teaching subject matter at university 

is a complex proposition, which may explain why so many research respondents 

strongly favoured AMI. While EMI works best for students from English-medium 

private schools, the use of bilingual and plurilingual policies at university will help all 

students transition from AMI in K-12 to EMI in undergraduate programmes. 
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