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Abstract:  
 
This thesis explores EMI students’ perspective on the role of the English language, 
multilingualism and language proficiency focusing on EMI students at five different schools in 
the UAE and Sweden. In order to explore the students’ perspectives a survey was conducted 
using a questionnaire that was distributed via e-mails. Overall the results demonstrate that a 
clear majority of the 94 informants have a positive attitude towards attending EMI schools and 
multilingualism. 20 different languages are reported as first language or languages used in 
different contexts. Even so, English is undoubtedly the language most of the students declare 
as their strongest language- Also, English proficiency is regarded to be significant for future 
undertakings such as university studies and employment locally and internationally.  
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1. Introduction  
 
“World Cup 2018: How do Belgian footballers speak to each other?” 
 
The language spoken on the pitch and in the changing room between the multilingual teammates 
is neither Dutch nor French. According to Palmer (2018), it surprised many in the UK press 
that the language spoken between the team members in the Belgian World Cup team was 
English. “By using English as a common language, organisations, and indeed the Belgian 
national team, cannot be accused of favouring either Dutch or French over the other and opening 
up simmering linguistic divides” (Palmer, 2018).  
 
Finding a common language in today’s globalised world is something that occurs in many 
different contexts such as in business, politics, sports and education. As a result, around the 
world you may regularly hear people or even families talking to each other with limited English 
proficiency. Perhaps one of the members of the group is a native English speaker but that is not 
necessarily always the case. In fact, English may be the only language they all have in common 
and therefore the reason why it is used to communicate with each other, even though not all of 
them are fluent in English. Graddol (1997) divides the English speakers of the world today into 
three groups: the first group consists of those who speak English as a first language, the second 
are those who consider English to be their second language and the third group those who learn 
English as a foreign language. Even though the native speakers of English might suggest that 
the English language belongs to them, “it will be those who speak English as a second language 
or a foreign language who will determine its world future” (Graddol, 1997, p.10). This can be 
linked to Smokotin et al. (2017) who claim that even though the English language is 
transforming into the language of global communication it is losing its status of a foreign 
language. As a result, there is a need for a modification towards the traditional attitude to 
teaching foreign languages: 

It calls for a reorganization of language education that envisages a transition to multilingual teaching based 
on teaching English not as one of the two major national varieties of the English languages, which leads to 
acquisition of corresponding dominant cultures, but as the language of worldwide communication used for 
overcoming interlingual and intercultural barriers in the globalized world (Smokotin et al., 2017, p.49). 

It is therefore perhaps not a surprise that the implementation of English as a medium of 
instruction (EMI) has spread rapidly worldwide. It can be argued that with the implementation 
of EMI the English language is losing its status as a foreign language and therefore the global 
future of English as a second language is unknown. Even so, it is important to point out that 
EMI has not always received positive reviews, as evidenced in the current author’s recent 
literature review (Rhodes, 2018). Moreover, between 2013 and 2014 a study was conducted by 
Dearden, (2014) for EMI Oxford (The Centre for Research and Development in English 
Medium Instruction) with the support of the British Council to explore the rapidly growing 
global phenomenon in 55 countries. The main conclusion in the report confirms the following. 
Firstly, in general there is a rapid expansion of EMI provision globally and the majority of the 
EMI schools have official governmental backing, but with some exceptions. Secondly, public 
opinion is not unreservedly in favour of EMI, instead the public stance reflects controversy, 
rather than negativity, particularly in the secondary phase. Thirdly, there are concerns that lower 
socio-economic groups may have limited access to EMI and as a result their first language 
and/or national identity might be challenged. Hence, the consequences or the outcomes of EMI 
are unknown (Dearden, 2014, p. 2). This can be linked to one of the conclusions of my literature 
review, which claims that from an egalitarian perspective it is necessary in the future to further 
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explore what the possible long-term effects may be on native languages, as well as students 
who find language learning difficult (Rhodes, 2018, p. 15). As a consequence, there is a need 
to explore the implementation of EMI from a ‘bottom-up’ perspective focusing on the EMI 
students as stakeholders. 
 

1.1. Aim 
 
The aim of this thesis is to explore EMI students’ perspective on the role of the English language 
and multilingualism focusing on EMI schools in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Sweden. 
A secondary aim is to investigate what language fluency entails for EMI students. The 
following research questions have been formulated and will be explored from a language 
hierarchy perspective, second language (L2) motivational perspective as well as from an 
egalitarian perspective.  
 

• What main reasons do students give for attending EMI schools? 
• What advantages or disadvantages are there to being multilingual, according to EMI 

students? 
• How do students describe being fluent in a language and how important is it for them?  

 

2. Background and Previous Research 
 
In this section the background to the developments of EMI schools in the UAE and Sweden 
will be explored. This will be done by analysing perspectives from previous research on 
advantages and disadvantages of the spread of EMI globally and how this can be linked to 
multilingualism and language proficiency. The UAE and Sweden were chosen because of the 
recent author’s familiarity with these locations. Additionally, both nations represent very 
different contexts which make for an interesting comparison.  
 

2.1. Definition of Concepts 
 
In this thesis different concepts will be used. Even though the concepts can be regarded as 
global concepts the definitions may vary depending on country. Hence, for the purpose of this 
thesis the definitions described in this section will be used. According to Dearden (2014), 
English as a medium of instruction (EMI), is a relatively new concept and as such there is no 
universally established definition. Consequently, EMI is used in some countries and not in 
others. Furthermore, on occasions EMI is used as a synonym to content and Language 
integrated learning (CLIL). The concept EMI entails using English as a medium of instruction 
to teach academic concepts in a country where English is not the official language. Here, there 
is no specific focus on language learning. On the other hand, CLIL is used to teach non-
language subjects such as science and history, simultaneously with developing proficiency in 
the language of instruction. Here the aim is to develop proficiency in both content learning as 
well as the language of instruction. Moreover, “EMI is sometimes confused with teaching 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) through English, meaning that the interaction and texts 
used for instruction in EFL should avoid any recourse to the students’ first Language” (Dearden, 
2017, p.4, 7). Lightbown and Spada (2011) define first language as the language first learned. 
It can also be referred to as the mother tongue or native language. Some children learn more 
than one language from birth; hence they have more than one first language. Foreign language 
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learning entails learning a language in a classroom setting, in a country where the foreign 
language is not commonly used in the community. Furthermore, a second language is defined 
as any other languages than the first language learned. This can include a third or a fourth 
language (2011, p. 199, 204). 
 
In many countries, English is easily accessed outside the classroom even though English is not 
an official language. Sundqvist (2009) describes this as Extramural English (EE). This may 
occur due to learners’ deliberate intent to create situations for learning English. Also, through 
undeliberate reasons such as surrounding themselves by English outside of school by watching 
TV, listening to music or playing computer games (2009, p. 25-26).  
 
Other concepts used in this thesis are the three theoretical perspectives. Firstly, language 
hierarchy can be defined as s method of selecting a language in practice and instantaneously 
eliminating all other languages (Risager, 2012, p. 115).  Secondly, Lightbown et al. (2011) refer 
to second language (L2) motivational learning as students’ ability to realise the value of the 
second language and subsequently becoming motivated to master the language (p. 63). Thirdly, 
the egalitarian perspective is grounded on, “the belief that everyone is equal and should have 
the same rights and opportunities” (Wehmeier, 2010, p. 490).  For more information regarding 
the theoretical perspectives see section 3 in this thesis.  
 

2.2. EMI in a Global Perspective 
 
“Dutch language besieged by English at the unis” 
 
According to Holligan (2018), the spread of EMI at Dutch universities is so prevalent that a 
group of lectures forecast a “linguicide”. Consequently, the lecturers demand that the 
government in The Hague prohibit universities to create additional university courses in an EMI 
context until an official analyse on the impact of EMI has been conducted (Holligan, 2018).   
 
In a review article on English in globalisation, Phillipson (2004) writes, that the English 
language has a dominant role in academic, business, political, military and cultural contexts in 
countless countries around the world, especially where computers are widely available, and the 
internet is affordable. In continental Europe English is transforming from a foreign language 
into a second language. This dominant role can also be referred to as linguistic imperialism, 
which goes hand in hand with economic and political imperialism. This raises the question, if 
learning English is available for everyone, or if it is a luxury that not everyone can be part of 
(Phillipson, 2004, p. 336-337). Furthermore, many countries where English is not the first 
language, make English an official national language, which also requires implementing 
English as a medium of instruction in schools and universities. The motivational cause behind 
implementing English as a medium of instruction is the belief that if a country has a population 
with a high level of English proficiency their economy will grow, and the younger generations’ 
career prospects will improve (Kioko, 2015, p. 1). Furthermore, Hultgren (2014) claims that 
several universities around the world have re-organised themselves into competition driven and 
corporation-driven institutions and links this to language hierarchy. Hence, Englishisation is 
put into practise so the institutions are able to compete in the existing global knowledge 
economy. Therefore, the reason for implementing EMI may be based on universities’ priorities 
(2014, p. 406). 
 



 

4 
 

There are also a number of concerns regarding the implementation of EMI. In Galloway, 
Kriukow and Numajiri’s (2017) investigation into the EMI movement within higher education, 
internationalisation and the growing demand for English, it is reported that since EMI was 
implemented worldwide there have been concerns regarding: who it benefits, what cultural 
issues are associated with EMI (Westernisation), as well as what effects EMI may have on first 

language proficiency, English proficiency, and content learning. Additionally, the study 
demonstrates that in some cases the curricular subject content is watered down and simplified 
to make up for the students’ language barriers. This may have negative implications for students 
with low-proficiency in English as they might struggle to learn the subject matter. In addition, 
the students may avoid asking or answering questions. Moreover, even in countries such as 
Sweden, where most students tend to be highly proficient in English, the curricular content is 
at times also modified (Galloway et al., 2017, p. 4, 6-7). Likewise, Piesche, Jonkmann and 
Keßler (2016), who investigated the effects of CLIL in teaching science, point out that for some 
students the process of learning a language simultaneously as processing content can overload 
the working memory’s capacity. Hence as a result they achieve smaller learning gains (2016, 
p.114). On the other hand, Galloway et al., claim that the subject content, on occasions, is 
simplified when non-native English-speaking EMI teachers have difficulties explaining the 
content in English. Thus, even though both students and faculty members in Galloway’s study 
state that attending an EMI school improves students’ English proficiency, they still have 
concerns about how effective the method is regarding improvement of the subject knowledge. 
Therefore, Galloway et al. emphasise that further research is needed to clarify if the goal of 
EMI is to improve English proficiency or improve students’ subject knowledge (2017, p. 6-8, 
34-35). Additionally, according to Dearden (2014), the educational infrastructure in many 
countries does not guarantee satisfactorily good quality EMI provision. Examples of this are 
the unavailability of linguistically qualified teachers, and organisational or pedagogical 
guidelines that might lead to effective EMI teaching and learning. Moreover, the EMI Oxford 
report points out that, “We are quite some way from a ‘global’ understanding of the aims and 
purposes of EMI because it appears to be a phenomenon which is being introduced ‘top-down’ 
by policy makers and education managers rather than through consultation with the key 
stakeholders” (Dearden 2014, p. 2).  
 

2.2.1. EMI UAE  
 
In Thacker and Cuadra’s World Bank report (2014), which explores the development of 
improved education in Dubai, it is claimed that since the UAE was established in 1971, Dubai 
has developed into an Emirate with one of the most diversified economies in the Arabian Gulf 
region. In 1996 - 2000 the development focus shifted from almost only promoting the industrial 
sector towards more focus on building human capital, e.g. to upgrade the workforce. 
Additionally, there was a need to increase the participation of nationals in the labour market as 
well as attracting highly qualified expatriate professionals. To make this possible the Ministry 
of Education developed high quality education institutions with the motive to match 
international standards. This was to be done without compromising the cultural and ideological 
principles of the UAE. Another intention was to improve the quality of private schools for 
Emirati students. The Emirati nationals only represent a small percentage of the UAE’s 
population.  Hence it became imperative that Emiratis, through education, should learn skills 
that would maximize their impact on their country. The private schools were perceived as 
offering superior quality education plus most of them were EMI schools which made them more 
attractive than public schools. Simultaneously, as the demand for private schools from Emirati 
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parents rose, highly professional expatriates considered the private schools with the high-
quality education attractive (Thacker et al, 2014, p. 19-21).  
 
Graddol (2004), writes that the world’s major languages are undergoing a rapid change in terms 
of native speakers. For example, Arabic is rising, and English is declining based on numbers of 
native speakers. On the other hand, learning English is now a big business worldwide, and 
speaking English is often regarded as a basic skill (Graddol, 2004, p. 1329-1324). This is also 
the case in the UAE. Al-Issa (2017) highlights that even though Arabic is the official language 
in the UAE there are people who would argue that English is the lingua franca. One reason for 
this is that higher education in the UAE uses English as the medium of instruction. 
Consequently, Arabic is pushed to the side whilst English receives a higher status. English has 
likewise become the central language of communication due to the massive influx of 
expatriates. Accordingly, as English has gained a position of social prestige, Emirati youth have 
lost interest in Arabic literature. Therefore, “there is a reason to be concerned about the 
endangerment of Arabic literacy, not at least as, while many still do not believe in it, language 
loss does occur” (Al-Issa, 2017, p. 3-5). The loss of the Arabic language is also a concern 
amongst many Emirati parents. In Kenaid’s (2011) report which explores the reasons why 
Emirati parents choose private schools, it is suggested that parents find it challenging to find a 
balanced curriculum between English and Arabic languages. Consequently, parents often 
choose a private EMI school as they claim that future generations need to grasp both languages 
and high English proficiency is a job requirement. Likewise, most parents choose private 
education rather than government schools because of socio-economic reasons. All fathers 
highlighted that children who attend private schools come from families with a better social 
background (Kenaid, 2011, p. 20-23-24).  
 
The Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA) is responsible for the growth and 
quality of private education in Dubai. To monitor the quality of the private schools the Dubai 
School Inspection Bureau (DSIB) of KHDA was established in 2007. DSIB delivers 
comprehensive information regarding the standard of every private school in Dubai. This is 
attained through a number of methods, including annual school inspections, parents’ meetings 
and focus groups, teachers, parents and students’ surveys (KHDA about us). Moreover, the 
inspection service is independent and comprehensive which results in an accurate and detailed 
view of the quality of private education in Dubai regarding the educationally best-performing 
countries in the world. Furthermore, KHDA points out that schools in Dubai that are offering 
the National Curriculum of England and Wales can apply to participate in the British Schools 
Overseas (BSO) inspections. If a school is classified as a BSO-inspected school the parents can 
rest assured that quality of education their children receive is equivalent to that of an 
independent school in the UK. Subsequently, KHDA encourages parents who are planning to 
send their children to schools that offer the National Curriculum of England and Wales to 
enquire whether the school is BSO-certified. Likewise, schools that offer the International 
Bacculaurate (IB) curriculum are regulated by the KHDA as well as by the IB organisation 
(KHDA, 2018). According to the IB website the ongoing development of an IB school starts 
from the moment of authorization. Each IB World School is evaluated at least once every five 
years to ensure that the standards and practices of its IB programme(s) are being maintained 
(IB, 2018). 
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2.2.2. EMI Sweden 
 
EMI has been implemented in Sweden in different forms since the 1970’s and in the 1990’s the 
numbers of schools that offered EMI increased significantly (Sylvén, 2018, p. 28). Also, the 
Swedish National Agency for Education regards English proficiency highly and states that 
individuals’ prospects to be part of different social and cultural events as well as to work and 
study in an international environment may increase with a good knowledge of the English 
language (Skolverket, 2018, p. 34). From January 2017 the basic requirements for university 
studies at bachelor and master’s levels includes English 5 or 6 as well as the required levels in 
maths and Swedish (Universitet- och högskolerådet, 2018). Even so, it is not a national 
requirement to implement EMI at compulsory schools. Nevertheless, there are claims in 
Sweden that English is no longer a foreign language, instead it should be considered as a second 
language (Hyltenstam 2004, p. 52). As such, it can be related to Schleicher’s (2015) OECD 
report regarding improving Schools in Sweden, which maintains that all children should have 
equal access to education, regardless of gender, residence, social or economic factors. 
Consequently, a selective admission policy is not allowed in Sweden according to the Swedish 
Education Act (2015, p.14). This can be linked to Sylvén’s study on EMI, which clearly 
demonstrates that compared to Finland, Holland, Germany and Spain, Sweden has none of the 
following: no clear EMI national guidelines, no requirements on EMI teachers’ English 
proficiency and training, and no national policies set in place to avoid a negative effect on 
students’ native language. In addition, there is a lack of extensive research regarding EMI and 
its effects (Sylvén, 2018, p. 32). This is also pointed out in Paulsrud’s (2014) thesis on EMI in 
the Swedish context, which emphases on how and why EMI is offered, chosen and practised 
focusing on two upper secondary schools as well as conducting sub-studies inside and outside 
school.  The study indicates that even though the option to implement EMI in Swedish schools 
has not increased, there is a need to plan nationally for EMI in secondary and upper secondary 
schools, as well as move away from local haphazard policies, specifically from a language 
hierarchy perspective which entails selecting one language and simultaneously excluding other 
languages. Furthermore, EMI is already a fact on the educational landscape of Sweden and is 
here to stay. Thus, it does not necessarily mean there will be a loss of Swedish. Instead English 
may be used as a second language and from an egalitarian perspective it is important that all 
students receive equal treatment regarding improving their English language skills. Even more 
so as, “EMI is offered for prestige, an international profile, marketing potential and personal 
interest” (Paulsrud, 2014, p. v, 4, 38, 221-222).   
 

2.2.3. Students’ Attitudes UAE and Sweden 
 
EMI schools are often attended by students that have an international lifestyle, which can ease 
transition between schools for students (Rydenvald, 2015, p. 214). Furthermore, Paulsrud’s 
(2014) study, demonstrates that in Sweden from a motivational perspective many of the students 
have a positive attitude towards attending an EMI school, apart from having initial concerns 
regarding subject content learning. In fact, the students are often academically motivated, and 
they often characterise themselves as a group of adolescents that are smart and nerdy. In 
addition, from a language hierarchy perspective, some informants see the use of the English 
language as a natural, functional tool for further education and other future undertakings. Some 
of the informants even minimize the importance of learning Swedish at an academic level. As 
one informant puts it, “You can’t really survive out there with only Swedish” (Paulsrud, 2014, 
p. v, 1, 103-105). Likewise, in Lim Falk’s (2008) study on CLIL and its effects on the first 
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language of upper secondary students, some EMI students feel that it is equally important to be 
able to express yourself formally in both English and Swedish (p. 258).   
 
Olsson and Sylvén (2018) claim that although there are several studies that explore the effect 
CLIL have on students English and first language proficiency, there is a lack of studies that 
explore what effect CLIL has on students once they have graduated from a CLIL programme 
at compulsory school. Moreover, the study investigates to what degree the students believe that 
high English proficiency has been beneficial for future undertakings such as further education 
and employment abroad and in Sweden. The study was distributed to 174 CLIL and non CLIL 
students at three different schools to compare their answers. Even though the response was low 
(37%) it can be concluded that English proficiency is still regarded as a very important factor 
for the students that had completed upper secondary school at a CLIL school. This result was 
expected as these students were already motivated when they started upper secondary school. 
However, most of the students that had completed upper secondary in a non-CLIL programme 
also expressed that they find high English proficiency as very important factor as the course 
material at universities often is in English. These students believe that improving their English 
proficiency might have been achieved easier if they had attended a CLIL school (2018, p. 5, 
26-27).   
 
Similarly, to Sweden, in the UAE the English language has a high status in society. Therefore, 
students often speak English rather than Arabic at home. Dubai in particular is outstanding with 
reference to the weakness of Arabic in homes because of the demographic of the city (Lawati, 
2011). Additionally, in Rogier’s (2012) thesis on the effect EMI at university level has on 
students’ English proficiency, it is highlighted that students and teachers often believe that EMI 
is essential for students to be able to compete globally. Even so, the results from questionnaires 
and interviews in the study indicate that students’ and teachers’ perspective on EMI and its 
effect on language ability vary. Students in general do not feel that EMI causes any issues 
regarding their language ability and subject understanding. Moreover, several students regard 
their ability in listening, reading, writing and speaking as good to outstanding. On the other 
hand, teachers do not feel their students’ language ability meets expectations for studying at an 
EMI university. This is specifically the case in the areas of writing and listening concerning 
students attending public schools. As private school students in general have more experience 
dealing with foreign teachers, they are perceived to have better language skills by both teachers 
and students. One informant that was interviewed expressed that, “students attending public 
schools were intimidated by the students who went to private schools” (Rogier, 2012, p. 113). 
Another informant claims that when you read by yourself, you can ignore the mistakes. 
However, when interacting verbally in the classroom, students feel uncomfortable when there 
are students from private schools in the classroom. Especially when they are laughing at you 
when you make mistakes, hence it is easier to be silent. However, both students and teachers 
overall believe improvement in English language skills occurs over the course of four years of 
EMI, mainly because of the exposure to the English language (2012, p. 113, 120-122).  
 
In summary, it appears that in the UAE and Sweden EMI is mostly offered by private schools 
at secondary and upper secondary schools. These establishments often attract highly motivated 
academic students who are already part of an international life-style. Moreover, the students 
regard English proficiency as a condition for future undertakings such as further education and 
international employment opportunities. Likewise, parents and students seem to choose EMI 
schools because of the high-status English has received in society. In the UAE, the EMI schools 
are regularly monitored by KHDA to guarantee the quality of the private schools. This is 
however not the case in Sweden.  
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2.3. Multilingualism  
 
Graddol (2004) claims, that the “world’s language system is undergoing rapid change because 
of demographic trends, new technology, and international communication” (2004, p. 1329). 
These changes will influence written as well as spoken communication. Consequently, 
because of the spread of English and other major languages, in the future it will no longer be 
relevant to regard the idea of one country and one language as the norm. This means that 
English may not be the dominant language of the future. As an alternative, most people will 
speak more than one language and will be switching from one language to another regularly. 
This will change the notion regarding what it means to speak a language, or to learn and teach 
it (Graddol, 2004, p. 1330). 
 

2.3.1. Multilingualism Sweden 
 
Graddol’s perspective on the future of languages can be linked to a joint investigation that 
was conducted by the National Union of Teachers in Sweden and the Confederation of 
Swedish Enterprise. The purpose of the investigation was to come up with a way to convince 
pupils to study more than one foreign language (Fjelkner & Krantz, 2011, p. 4-6). 
Furthermore, Fjelkner and Krantz emphasise that as a member of the European Community, 
and a country that depends significantly on trades, Sweden would benefit greatly from 
encouraging students to recognise the benefit of good language proficiency in more than one 
foreign language. Even if English is the utmost relevant language in reference to education, 
research, export and employment in the foreseeable future, both associations put forward that 
pupils should be encouraged to study a third language at school, as Swedish industry will then 
continue to prosper (Fjelkner & Krantz, 2011, p. 4-6).  
 
Even if many students feel it is equally important to communicate as well in English as in 
Swedish there seems to be a different focus on multilingualism at schools. Considering that 
Sweden consists of a multilingual population, and even though multilingualism is promoted in 
Sweden, mother tongues other than Swedish have marginalised status and are rarely allowed 
to be used in the mainstream classrooms (Ganuza & Hedman, 2015, p. 125). For example, this 
is suggested in Toth’s survey (2017), which was conducted to explore how national and local 
education guidelines address Swedish compulsory schools that offer EMI, and how these 
policies are interpreted and implemented. It was found that a participating school’s policy did 
not allow students to speak their mother tongue if the language was not listed in that policy (p. 
224). This marginalised status can be linked to Cabau-Lampa’s (2007) report in regard to 
issues related to foreign language education. The report points out that foreign language (FL) 
education according to most Swedish teachers, academics and linguists, is in crisis. 
Subsequently, languages other than English are rarely given an elevated position, pupils do 
not feel the necessity to continue their FL studies at compulsory school, particularly in upper 
secondary school (2007, p. 353-354).  
 
Furthermore, Skolinspektionen [The Swedish School Inspection Authorities] (2010), who 
scrutinises schools and assesses applications to run independent schools, issued a report which 
states that many students do not complete their modern language studies such as French or 
Spanish apart from the English subject. Firstly, studying languages is demanding and 
numerous students need extra support in modern language studies. If the essential support is 
not available, the students’ motivation frequently decreases. Secondly, if there is a lack of 
qualified teachers, again students often lose their enthusiasm as there might be a shortage of 
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meaningful input such as opportunities for interaction. Lastly, the age of the students can be a 
contributing factor. At lower and upper secondary level, students may find the school 
workload excessive and they rather focus on other subjects than languages to achieve higher 
grades in those subjects (Skolinspektionen, 2010, p. 3). 
 
Additionally, Cabau-Lampa (2007) states that the majority of Swedes do not seem concerned 
about the increasing encroachment of English in several domains. Neither has the government 
challenged the position of English in society. Instead, English has been reasserted in higher 
education in order to strengthen the internationalisation of higher education. This to maintain 
the country’s internationalised economy. As a consequence, there is little room for other 
languages (Cabau-Lampa, 2007, p. 353-354).  
 

2.3.2. Multilingualism UAE 
 
As is the case with Sweden, the UAE has a multilingual population; in fact, the demographics 
of the UAE are quite unique compared to other nations.  This is very evident when walking 
around Dubai hearing all the different languages being spoken, and people conversing with 
limited English proficiency. According to the Government of Dubai (2017), expatriates and 
immigrants account for the majority of the population. In 2016/2017 the population of Dubai 
was 2,976,455. Out of the total 245,200 (8.2 %) were Emiratis, and 2,731255 (91.7%) were 
non-Emiratis. Expatriates and immigrants comprise the non-Emiratis, who are mainly from 
South Asia, including people from India, Bangladesh, Pakistan and other South Asian nations 
(Government of Dubai, 2017). Seventeen different curricula were offered in Dubai during the 
school year 2017-2018 at private schools. Twelve of the schools followed the International 
Baccalaureate curriculum (IB). The schools were also categorised into the following groups of 
schools: 78 British schools, 34 American, 34 Indian, 11 UAE, 6 Iranian, 6 French, 2 
Pakistani, 2 Canadian, 2 Philippine, 1 German, 1 Japanese and finally 1 Russian (KHDA, 
2018, p.12).  The use of English seems to be determined by the social context. English rather 
than Arabic is used for example in retail, the health sector and at educational institutions. 
Arabic, on the other hand is used at home or in relation to religion (Nickerson, 2015, p. 400). 
The same can be suggested regarding other languages spoken by Dubai’s multilingual 
population. They are more often used at home or during cultural events. 
 
Consequently, both the UAE and Sweden are nations that could be classified as countries with 
a multilingual population, particularly when concerning verbal communication. However, 
academically English has an elevated status in both countries.  
 

2.4. Language Proficiency in Sweden and in the UAE 
 
As previously stated, Graddol (2004) claims that in the future most people will speak more than 
one language and switch between languages as part of a routine. This also means that society 
will need to reflect on what language proficiency entails. Furthermore, Graddol says, “The 
expectation that someone should always aspire to native speaker competence when learning a 
foreign language is under challenge, as is the notion of “native speaker” itself” (2004, p. 1330). 
Nickerson (2015) argues that in for example a business context, native speakers may not always 
be successful: 

Although there may be  differences between a native speaker of English and everyone else, as evidenced in 
the extent of vocabulary and other expressions they have at their disposal, their success as a business 
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communicator in multicultural interactions can only be measured in terms of whether they can communicate 
in a professional, appropriate way; for native speakers this includes whether they can adjust their use of the 
language to accommodate those around them and therefore communicate effectively (p. 398). 

Moreover, multilingual and multicultural encounters have become a daily occurrence for many 
people globally. This highlights the importance of being a good communicator rather than being 
highly proficient in a language (Nickerson, 2015, p. 400). Even though there has been some 
advancement in moving away from testing discrete grammatical items towards communication, 
international large-scale English proficiency tests continue to use ‘native’ English norms. The 
difficulty lies in convincing test providers to alter these tests as they are very profitable. 
Additionally, the move away from ‘native’ English norms may be met with discontentment as 
it would be a time-consuming, expensive and daunting procedure (Galloway, 2017, p. 38). The 
UAE, according to Nickerson, (2015) can be described as an advanced or an extreme example 
of a society in reference to English as a lingua franca. The reason behind this is the large number 
of expatriates in the country. Consequently, the emphasis should possibly be on how to 
communicate effectively in multicultural, multilingual settings rather than on language 
proficiency (Nickerson, 2015, p. 400). It should also be noted that in the UAE the natives 
frequently use the local version of the Arabic language when communicating verbally. This is 
not a written language and differs from classical Arabic.   
 
In Sweden and similarly in the UAE, exposure to English outside school (EE) is enormous. 
Additionally, English is taught in schools as a second language or implemented as EMI from 
an early age. This means that students develop their proficiency in English at school as well as 
outside school. As a result, Swedish students reach a high proficiency in English early, and the 
results of this has been evidenced in international comparisons (Sylvén, 2018, p. 31). An 
example of this is the annual report from Education First (EF), who examines the acquisition 
of English skills of secondary and upper secondary students around the world. According to EF 
Sweden is in the top rank together with other Nordic countries and Holland (EF, 2018). From 
a bottom-up perspective in Paulsrud’s (2017) study, a teacher claimed that the students’ English 
proficiency normally improves dramatically after a few years at the EMI school. In comparison 
to the non-native English-speaking teachers, the students might even surpass the teachers’ 
ability. In contrast, one teacher felt that being a native Swedish speaker was an advantage when 
there is a need to explain difficult subject content for Swedish first language speaker (2017, p. 
122-123).    
 
The importance of English proficiency appears to be increasing in Swedish society as well as 
within the education system (Olsson, 2012, p. 3-5). Consequently, the pressure on English 
teachers to ensure that all students develop their knowledge of the English language to their 
best ability may increase. This can be challenging from a motivational perspective as often the 
students pre-existing proficiency varies. In cases where students struggle to learn the language, 
it may affect their motivation and attitude towards learning English. Also, students’ pre-existing 
English language proficiency can vary significantly. The variations may depend on to what 
extent and in what form the students are exposed to EE (Olsson, 2012, s. 15). On the other hand, 
in Olsson’s study (2016) which explored the impact of EE and CLIL on a productive level, it 
was concluded that high language proficiency does not automatically entail high proficiency in 
academic vocabulary. Therefore, the results suggest that in regard to CLIL and academic 
vocabulary more “opportunities for students to practice using academic vocabulary in language 
production should increase – at least if the goal is that CLIL students should progress more in 
this respect than students in regular education” (p.93-94).  



 

11 
 

Galloway (2017) maintains that global English language research provides awareness into how 
the English language is used in today’s globalised world and gives clear implications for 
English language teaching (ELT). Galloway claims:  

Several proposals have been put forward for change and many scholars have conceptualised the differences 
between a ‘traditional’ approach to ELT and a more Global Englishes orientated approach, but there 
remains a theory/practice divide. There are also several barriers to instigating this paradigm shift, including 
the dominant discourses of native-speakerism and standard language ideology in ELT. This perpetuates the 
stereotype that not only does a standard version of the language exist, but this is the variety to be learned 
and also taught, by so-called ‘legitimate’ speakers of the language. Such dominant ideologies may influence 
students’ attitudes (p. 21-22). 

In addition, it is necessary to develop an in-depth understanding of students’ attitudes as they 
are the key stakeholders in ELT. This may show a new perspective on curriculum innovation, 
and possible resistance to change (Galloway, 2017, p. 22).  
 

3. Theoretical Perspectives 
 
In the analysis of the data collected in this thesis, the perspectives below are chosen because of 
their relevance when it comes to language use and choice of language. Also, the theoretical 
perspectives are relevant in regard to multilingualism and the importance of language 
proficiency.  
 
In this thesis, EMI students’ reasons for attending EMI schools will be analysed from 
egalitarian, language hierarchy and L2 motivational perspectives focusing on students in 
Sweden and the UAE. Additionally, the thesis explores the importance of being multilingual 
versus attaining high language proficiency, and the effect this can have on students’ first 
language from the theoretical perspectives. Risager (2012) defines language hierarchy as a 
method of selecting a language in practice and simultaneously excluding all other languages. 
The process of selecting a language depends on the language’s rank globally and locally. In 
addition, language hierarchisation is something that occurs constantly as people choose 
languages for verbal and written communication in specific situations and contexts. Moreover, 
Risager links language hierarchy to the current trend of internationalisation policies at 
universities which favour an extended or exclusive use of EMI. These polices are frequently 
implemented to give the universities an opportunity to compete on the global educational 
market. Moreover, language hierarchy can entail a change of order of languages. An example 
of this is when a group of people fight for recognition of their language locally or globally. In 
other circumstances it can be based on the will to reduce the divide between English and other 
foreign languages in school systems (Risager, 2012, p. 112 -115).  
 
This thesis also takes a second language (L2) motivational perspective on the research 
questions, which is important here as the focus is on students’ perspectives. Lightbown and 
Spada (2011) state that there is sufficient evidence from research indicating that there is a 
correlation between positive motivation and readiness when learning a second language. This 
is particularly the case if there is a need to speak the second language in various social situations 
or to fulfil professional ambitions (2011, p. 63). Additionally, regarding L2 motivation 
Lightbown and Spada refer to Gardener and Lambert’s work (1972) in which the following 
terms were invented: “instrumental motivation”, which entails learning a language for more 
immediate or practical goals, and “integrative motivation” meanings learning a language for 
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personal development and cultural enrichment. Motivations of these kinds are related to success 
in L2 learning and will be considered in this thesis (Lightbown et al., 2011, p. 63-64).  
 
The egalitarian perspective is based on the doctrine that people and circumstances should 
receive equal treatment. This will be considered when analysing if EMI is suitable for all 
students and what affects it may have on students’ first language. Singh (2010) claims that 
language issues frequently become integrated into social tension between majority and minority 
groups. Equally, language use can be interpreted as a sign of cultural similarities and difference. 
Frequently, younger generations of ethnic minority groups tend to be more agreeable to 
integrating themselves into the culture and language of the mainstream majority, or 
alternatively, they manage to maintain a compromise between the two. However, older 
generations may have concerns about the possible loss of their culture and language if the 
younger generation progressively accept the mainstream norms. As a result, the global growth 
of English results in ethnic minority groups being drawn into accepting social mainstream 
norms as it is regarded as an opening to personal advancements (2010, p. 107-109).  
 

4. Material and Method 
 
In this section the material and method chosen to explore the research questions in this thesis 
will be explained. This is done by dividing the section into three parts.  
 

4.1. Choice of Method 
 
In order to explore EMI students’ perspective on the role of the English language, 
multilingualism and language proficiency at EMI schools in the UAE and Sweden, a survey 
was conducted using a questionnaire distributed via e-mail to EMI schools in both nations. 
According to McKay (2006), surveys can provide three types of information: firstly, factual 
information which entails finding out about the characteristics of the individuals such as age 
and gender; secondly, behavioural information which includes finding out what teachers and 
students have done in terms of language learning; and thirdly, attitudinal information which 
reflects on opinions, beliefs and interests of teachers and learners (2006, p. 35). For the purpose 
of this thesis the survey questions were formulated to find out about students’ factual and 
attitudinal information. The survey questions were carefully verbalised taking into account the 
research questions, ethical concerns, suitable language style and length of questions. 
Furthermore, McKay, claims that there is always a possibility that unreliable information could 
be provided by students and teachers doing surveys (2006, p. 36, 40). Therefore, it is important 
that a survey is well designed, attractive in its layout and intellectually worthwhile as well as 
clearly formulated so the informants take the survey seriously (Sunderland, 2010, p. 21). With 
that in mind, a suitable mix of multiple-choice questions, likert-scale questions and open-
questions seemed to be the best choice. Furthermore, when formulating questions for a survey 
it is important to remember that for example close-ended questions are easier to code and 
analyse than open-ended questions. On the other hand, open-ended questions may provide 
richer and more interesting data (Mckay, 2006, p. 38-39). Additionally, the survey was divided 
into four parts to make it more user-friendly. Once all the questions had been formulated a pilot 
study was conducted with three students, one from D2 and two from S2. They were chosen 
through personal contact within the educational field. The feedback received from the pilot 
study highlighted the importance of explaining effectively, with a few words, what message is 
being conveyed. Also, there was a need to clearly explain the definitions of EMI, first language, 
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multilingualism and language proficiency. The survey questions were created by using Google 
Forms (see Appendix 1).  
 
At the same time as the survey questions were created, a consent form was drafted (see 
Appendix 2). When writing a consent form it is important to be aware of the ethical concerns 
in research. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2008), ethical concerns have grown 
because of regulatory codes of research practice, which have been formulated by various 
agencies and professional bodies. This creates a dilemma as researchers are required to, “strike 
a balance between the demands placed on them as professional scientists in pursuit of truth, and 
their subjects’ rights and values potentially threatened by the research” (2008, p. 50). Examples 
of ethical dilemmas are: involving people without their consent, forcing them to take part, 
withholding information about the aim of the survey, and invading their privacy (2008, p. 62-
63). Consequently, the consent form for the purpose of this thesis, contained information about 
the aim of the thesis, the research questions and what information will be disclosed in the thesis. 
It also emphasised that the survey is anonymous, and that participation is voluntary. The consent 
form was written in English as it was going to be distributed in both Sweden and the UAE.   
 

4.2. Distribution of a Survey 
 
The first contact was made with two EMI schools in Sweden that were chosen randomly. 
Unfortunately, both schools showed no interest. Subsequently, again connection was made 
through personal contacts within the educational field in the UAE and Sweden. This time the 
response was positive, and the survey was distributed to five schools in total in the UAE and in 
Sweden. The following pseudonyms were given to the schools: In Dubai school D1 and D2, in 
Sweden school S1, S2 and S3. Considering the style of the survey questions and the content, 
the survey was limited to lower and upper secondary students. In the UAE students start 
secondary school at the age of eleven whilst in Sweden they start at the age of thirteen. This 
means that the age group ranges from eleven- to nineteen-year old students, both male and 
female. The survey was from 29th of September 2018 until 15th of October 2018. The duration 
depended on the response. A total of 95 students participated in the survey.  

4.3. Method of Analysis  
 
To try and transform the data into reliable research results LeCompte’s (2000) different steps 
were used as a guideline. Considering the number of responses, they were organised into four 
parts according to the research questions and the layout of the survey: language use, main 
reasons for attending an EMI school, advantages and disadvantages of being multilingual, and 
language proficiency. Furthermore, the responses were analysed from egalitarian, language 
hierarchy and L2 motivational perspectives as well as linked to previous research. LeCompte 
(2000) describes analysing data as assembling a jigsaw puzzle which can be linked to the first 
step, tidying up. Hence, an initial examination of the responses was completed before starting 
to thoroughly analyse the data. This was completed to get an overview of the responses and to 
ensure that the questions were properly answered. If an answer contains a sign, symbol or is 
left blank, this may change the research result. In section 5.3. one student did not respond to the 
question. Also, in section 5.4. on twelve occasions, and section 5.6. on two occasions the 
questions were not answered properly. Furthermore, it was obvious that one student at S2 
should not have participated in the study as the answers confirmed that the student was enrolled 
in a programme where Swedish was used as the medium of instruction. Hence, this student’s 
responses were deleted. Consequently, the total of informants included in the survey and 
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analysis changed from 95 to 94. Step two according to LeCompte (2000) entails identifying 
items that are relevant to the aim of the essay. Once that has been accomplished the items needs 
to be organised into groups, step three. This was done as described above according to research 
questions and the layout of the survey. In step four, patterns within the groups are assembled. 
As the survey consists of different style questions such as multiple-choice, likert-scale and 
open-questions, careful attention was paid when comparing the answers and deciding their 
importance for the result of the thesis. Also, variables such as gender and age were difficult to 
control, hence this was also considered when assembling the groups. Finally, in step five, 
patterns are structured to explore and explain the aim of the thesis (LeCompte, 2000, p. 146 -
151).  
 
As this thesis deals with language proficiency it was important to keep the original text from 
the students’ responses. Hence, students spelling, or grammar mistakes have not been corrected.  
 

5. Results 
 
This section will present the results of the survey. It will be organised according to the research 
questions and the layout of the survey.  
 

5.1. General Information 
 
Section one of the survey consists of background questions such as name of school, gender, age 
and curriculum. As shown below in Figure1, from Dubai there are a total of 44 responses from 
school D1 and D2. In Sweden from school S1, S2 and S3 there are a total of 50 responses. This 
means that the response from Sweden was 6% greater than from Dubai. Regarding gender, the 
difference is greater when comparing the countries. From Dubai 36 male students, seven female 
students and one student that select not to disclose its gender completed the survey. In Sweden 
18 male students, 30 female students and two students who prefer not to disclose their gender 
participated in the survey. As a result, in total 58% of the respondents are male, 39% female 
and 3% prefer not to disclose their gender (Figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 1   



 

15 
 

 
Out of the five EMI schools, 47 students attend schools that offer the English curriculum 
(school D1 and D2), 33 students that offer the IB curriculum (schools S1, S2 and S3) and 14 
students that offer the Swedish curriculum (S2). Most of the students participating in the 
survey are between fourteen and seventeen years old (83%). This brings about a mixture of 
both secondary and upper secondary students as well as a mixture of curriculum, gender 
students from both the UAE and Sweden.  
 

5.2. Language use 
 
In this survey sixteen different languages are reported to be the students’ first language or 
languages. This is shown below in Figure 2, which also categories the first languages into 
curriculum and schools.  
 

 
Figure 2 

According to Figure 2, the majority of students (39) in the survey consider Arabic to be their 
first language. Most of them are enrolled in D2 but also in D1 and S2. This makes D2 the school 
with the least range of first languages, with 32 students out of 33 reporting Arabic as there first 
language. The school with the most widely used first languages, is S2 with 13 different 
languages reported to be the students’ first languages. However, most of the students, 25 out of 
47, consider Swedish to be their first language. Seven students report English as their first 
language and the remaining 15 students report one of the other languages listed in Figure 2 
above as their first language at S2 (Figure 2).  
 
When comparing the students’ reported first language to what languages are spoken at home, 
20 different languages are used at home. This is four more languages than languages reported 
as first languages. The most widely used languages at home is a combination of English and a 
first language (43%). English on its own is only used in five households, 5%. Arabic on the 
other hand on its own is used in 22 out of 94 households, 23% and Swedish on its own in 16 
households, 17% (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

Also, Figure 3 shows that a great number of students (35) communicate in two languages and 
six students converse in three languages at home. In addition, five students speak a different 
language from their reported first language at home. For example, one informant states that his 
first language is Chinese, but the language spoken at home is English (S2, male). Two other 
informants’ state that Swedish is their first language however one of them speak Chinese (S2, 
female) at home and the other speaks Persian at home (S2, female). 
 
On the topic of what languages are used speaking to other peers, five languages are reported. 
However, here English on its own is widely used, 36%. Combining this with the students’ first 
language, 78% of the students use English only or English and their first language when 
communicating with peers (Figure 4).  
 

 
Figure 4 
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Similar to the language used when communicating with peers, this survey demonstrates that the 
most frequent languages used outside school and outside home are again both the first language 
and English, 77%. Even so, the survey shows that the students communicate in thirteen different 
languages outside school and home (Figure 5).  
 

 
Figure 5 

Concerning what language, the students think in 15 different languages are reported. However, 
69 out of 94 students claim that they regularly think in their first language as well as in English, 
73%. This puts English at an elevated position as almost one quarter of the students report that 
they think in English only (Figure 6).  
 
 

 
Figure 6 
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Regarding what languages the students count in, 14 languages are reported, and English reaches 
an even higher position as 40% of the students report that they count in English on its own.   
Moreover, 79% of the students alter between English and one or two more languages when they 
count (Figure 7). 
 

 
Figure 7 

In summary, the students in this survey switch between their first language or languages and 
English on daily basis in different contexts. In total 13-20 languages are reported as being 
used. English on its own is most frequently used when the students are speaking to other peers 
and when they are counting or thinking. 
 

5.3. Main Reasons for Attending EMI School 
 
The informants in this survey give several different main reasons for attending EMI schools. 
However, the most common reason is related to improving their English proficiency as it is 
believed it will have a positive impact on their future. Out of the 94 students 34 give reasons 
such as, “improving my English” or “Diversity and unique opportunities”. Other respondents 
give more detailed reasons such as, “I have been in EMI schools since kindergarten, my parents 
decided to put me in them as English is seen as the international lingua franca and being 
educated in English provides more opportunities and ““prestige”” than being educated in 
another language” (S2, male).  Furthermore, “I feel more confident when I speak English, and 
if I know good English I can work better internationally. It will grant me better career 
opportunities than any Russian school ever could, and it teaches me in a language I know the 
best. And it's the only choice for me which doesn't involve finding another well-paid job in 
another country for my dad or spending at least a year studying Swedish since I live in Sweden” 
(S2, male).  In addition, one student made it very clear that it was his (S2) choice, “I personally 
decided to continue to learn in English in high school as it was already my best language and 
therefore it was the easiest one for me to learn in” (S2, male). Other examples are, “I want to 
be a lawyer in the US and so I think that it would be better for me to learn in English compered 



 

19 
 

to learning in Swedish and then needing to relearn it all in English” (S2, female), and “I want 
to study outside of Sweden after high school” (S2, female).  
 
There are twenty students who state that it was not their choice or that it was their parents’ 
choice to enrol them at an EMI school. Moreover, nine students give their transient life-style as 
a reason for being enrolled at an EMI school:  
 

1. “I didn't really have a choice, we moved abroad when I was very young and I just got 
used to the system” (S1, female). 
2. “Because I live in a foreigner [sic] country where the English is needed” (D1, male).   
3. “I moved from an English speaking society in both Asia and the Middle East back to 
Sweden, so I decided to go to an English school” (S2, male).  
4. “Moving to Dubai” (S2, female).  
5. “Moving around a lot (and have always attended an English speaking school) and being 
confident in English it was the most natural option to continue attending an English 
School” (S1, female). 
6. “I prefer to speak English and have lived abroad” (S2, female).  
7. “To learn how to speak english [sic] fluently and be better at skills like writing and 
reading” (D2, male). 
8. “To improve my overall English skills because English is the worlds [sic] most spoken 
language” (D2, male).  
9. “My parents [sic] decision and English is an international language I can speak in 
English in the whole world. It is very good for my confidence outside of Sweden” (S3, 
male).  

 
Five students claim the curriculum offered is the reason they are enrolled at an EMI school. Six 
informants state the reason is the school’s good reputation and two students claim it is because 
of the good qualifications they will receive once they graduate. Five answers indicate that all 
the students are not entirely sure why they are enrolled at an EMI school. They give answers 
such as, “Didn't even know this was an EMI school. Didn't even know what EMI was until 
now” (S2, male), “No particular reason” (S2, male) and I don’t know (D2, male). 
 
Four students claim that multilingualism and internationalism are the main reasons they are 
attending an EMI school:   
 

1. “A chance to meet multilingual and multicultural people to learn more and get a better 
broader view on the world to learn more” (S2, female).  
2. “It provided a multicultural learning environment” (S2, male).  
3. “International heritage” (S2, male).  
4. “I can’t learn every language in Arabic” (D1, female).  

 
The remaining twelve students except one, who just entered a dot instead of a word or sentence 
as an answer, give a range of different reasons: “Cuz that's the norm in where I come from”, 
“It’s close to where I live.”, “Because I was having a really hard time at my Swedish school, 
and I really like the uniform and the campus.”, “Bullied in other class”, “It’s easier than my 
first language school”, “To get a new start”, “Not contempt [sic] with the Swedish school 
system” and “I wanted to do boarding school”. As a result, the reasons for attending an EMI 
school vary. Even so, the vast majority of the motives are related to creating a brighter future 
for themselves.  Moreover, most students seem to believe that improving their English language 
skills is related to this goal.   
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In summary, the main reasons for attending an EMI school do not differ greatly from a gender, 
school or nation perspective. Overall, the informants’ responses are positive and in general the 
students are aware why they are enrolled at an EMI school.  
 

5.4. EMI effects on First Language and English Proficiency 
 
In this section of the survey a few students on 12 occasions left a blank space, hence this has 
been considered when presenting the data.  
 
Exploring the students’ perspective on what effects attending an EMI school has had on their 
first language and English proficiency the following results are presented. A strong majority of 
the students, 64% strongly agree, and 34 % agree that it is important that EMI teachers are 
fluent in English. Only 2% of the students express that it has no significant importance (Figure 
8).  
 

 
Figure 8 

However, considering the importance of EMI teachers being fluent in English as well as in the 
students’ first language the responses vary more. 32% do not agree at all, 30% agree somewhat, 
27% agree and 12% strongly agree that it is important that EMI teachers are fluent in English 
and the students’ first language (Figure x).  
 

 
Figure 9 
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Reflecting on their own fluency in English one of the 94 students did not respond. Even so, 
33% of the students agree that they are more fluent in English than the EMI teachers. 30% 
strongly agree this is the case, 22% agree somewhat and 15% don’t agree at all (Figure 10). 

 
Figure 10 

 
Considering that the majority of students, 62% do not agree at all or agree somewhat that it is 
important that the EMI teachers are fluent in both English and the students’ first language 
(Figure 9). It is perhaps not a surprise that 79% of the students don’t agree at all or agree 
somewhat that attending an EMI school has had a negative effect on their subject understanding 
if the teachers cannot explain in their 1st language. Only 21 % agree or strongly agree that it 
has had a negative effect on their subject learning (Figure 11).  

 
Figure 11 

 
Concerning the students’ view on attending an EMI school and its effect on their English 
proficiency, over 50% of the informants strongly agree that it has had a positive effect on their 
listening (55%), reading (50%), speaking (57%) and writing (53%) skills in English. When 
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combining this with how many students agree that attending and EMI school has had a positive 
effect on their English proficiency the following results are reported: listening 87%, reading 
88%, speaking 87% and writing 87%. This entails that only 12% -13% of the students report 
that attending an EMI school has not led to an improvement in their English proficiency skills 
(see Appendix 3).  
 
Also, this survey demonstrates that 27 % of the informants agree or strongly agree that EMI 
has had a negative effect, and 73% do not agree or agree somewhat that attending an EMI school 
has had a negative effect on their first language writing skills (Figure 12).  
 

 
Figure 12 

 
However, regarding what effect attending an EMI school has had on the students’ first language 
reading, listening and speaking skills the figures are more positive, 74 to 76 students report that 
it has had none or a minor negative effect on those skills (see Appendix 3). 
 
In summary, the students’ writing skills in their first language may be a slight concern as over 
one quarter of the students agree or strongly agree that the effect has been negative. However, 
in general it appears that most of the students in this survey believe that being enrolled at an 
EMI school does not significantly affect their first language proficiency negatively as the figure 
varies between 73% to 83% of the answers that don’t agree or agree somewhat. Furthermore, 
the majority of the students claim that attending an EMI schools has had a positive effect on 
their English proficiency skills. Also, almost two thirds of the students believe that they are 
sometimes more fluent in English than their teachers. As a result, there is not a great concern 
regarding the teachers being fluent in both English and their first language.  Subsequently, this 
demonstrates that the students in this study have a positive attitude towards attending an EMI 
school. 
 

5.5. Advantages/Disadvantages to Being Multilingual 
 
In this section the students’ views on advantages and disadvantages to being multilingual will 
be presented. The quote below signifies the students’ general view of what it entails being 
multilingual, and the reasons why it is central for 70% of the students (Figure 16). 
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“Being able to appreciate different languages and their cultural works in the language itself. 
Being more international and being able to communicate with many people from different parts 
of the world.” (S2, male). 
 

 
Figure 13 

 
Also, Figure 16 above clearly shows that most of the students, state that it is more important 
being multilingual than being fluent in a language. Even though the reasons for this diverge 
slightly. Out of the 94 respondents, 76 report that being able to communicate in different 
languages with people around the world is the main advantage to being multilingual. For 
example, one informant gives the following reasons “Understand more people, to be able to 
communicate and express yourself to a lot of people, better communication means more 
contacts and more possibilities” (S2, female). Moreover, many of the 76 students link 
multilingualism with a better understanding of the world and people from different cultures. 
One student adds: “Being more open and able to learn several languages. I for example speak 
4 languages (Swedish, English, German and Arabic) which has allowed me to think differently 
and being able to express myself better” (S2, male). Moreover, a female student from D1 and a 
male student from D2 point out that even if you are not fluent in both languages you can 
understand and communicate in multiple languages (D1, female & D2, male).  
 
Additionally, from an egalitarian perspective a male student from S2 states: “You can go to 
different countries and speak in their language, someone speaking your language makes you 
feel important therefore happy. Making happy other people is good. Besides knowing is never 
bad (S2 male). Likewise, a female student from S2 reports: “You can communicate with lots of 
different people with different ethnicities.” (S2). Furthermore, eight of the 94 informants link 
multilingualism directly with greater future and international employment opportunities. Also, 
some of the students express that being multilingual offers them the opportunity to translate.  
 
A number of students did not respond to the question about multilingualism. In total six of the 
94 students did not give an answer and four claim they did not know what the advantages or 
disadvantages to being multilingual are. Furthermore, it is important to point out that none of 
the 94 students in this survey mentioned that there are any disadvantages to being multilingual.  
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Consequently, it can be suggested that a clear majority of the students have a positive attitude 
towards multilingualism. Also, considering the amount of languages spoken as a first, second, 
third or fourth language within this group of informants, it can be said that they comprise a 
multilingual and multicultural group of students (Figure 2-7).  
 

5.6. Language Proficiency 
 
The multilingualism section of this thesis demonstrates that being multilingual is more 
important for the students than being fluent in a language. Nevertheless, Figure 14 below points 
out that more than two thirds of the students agree or strongly agree that it is more important to 
attain high language proficiency in English than in your first language. Less than a quarter of 
the students disagree with this (Figure 14). 
 

 
Figure 14 

 
Figure 15 demonstrates that more than two thirds of the students agree or strongly agree that 
they are equally confident speaking in their first language as in English (Figure 15).  
 

 
Figure 15 
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In regard to the students listening skills in their first language and in English, over three quarters 
of the students agree or strongly agree that they are equally confident in both languages (Figure 
16). 

 
Figure 16 

In contrast, regarding the student’s confidence in their writing skills, only just over half of the 
students strongly agree or agree that they are equally confident in their first language as in 
English. Hence, just under half of the students agree somewhat or disagree to being equally 
confident in writing in their first language as well as in English (Figure 17). 
 

 
Figure 17 

Close to three quarters of the students express that they feel that their strongest languages are 
their first language as well as English. Out of that, 30% report English as their strongest 
language (Figure 18).  
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Figure 18 

In this survey the students were also asked if they regard EE as a significant part of improving 
their English proficiency. Figure 19 below clearly show that more than three quarters of the 
students strongly agree or agree that EE is important. Thus, less than one quarter disagree with 
the statement (Figure 19). 

 
Figure 19 

In summary, once again this survey establishes that the majority of the respondents are 
confident in two or more languages. Even so, a great part of the students ranks English as more 
important in regard to language proficiency. 
 

6. Discussion 
 
In this section the survey results will be linked with the background literature and theoretical 
perspectives mentioned earlier in the thesis. In addition, the method used will be discussed.  
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6.1. Method Discussion 
 
To explore EMI students’ perspective on the role of the English language, multilingualism and 
language proficiency from a ‘bottom-up’ perspective, a survey was conducted by distributing 
an on-line questionnaire to EMI school students in Sweden and the UAE. The survey questions 
were formulated to provide factual as well as attitudinal information in relation to the research 
questions, by means of McKay’s (2006) guidelines regarding research on teachers and students. 
However, even though the questions were carefully formulated, and once the answers had been 
primarily analysed, it was obvious that several of the response could have been further 
developed through oral interviews. This could have resulted in a collection of more qualitative 
data. Originally, the idea of conducting interviews as well as a survey was discussed between 
the author and supervisor of this thesis. Though, due to the time limit for this thesis no oral 
interviews were conducted. As a result, it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding answers to 
questions such as, “What language/languages do you use outside school and home”. This kind 
of a question as well as other questions in the survey would have been interesting to further 
elaborate to find out what determines which language is used when, and to what degree. 
Moreover, the responses would have provided more substantial information if it was made 
known how the students define what language they think or count in. Furthermore, to interview 
the students regarding their view on multilingualism and language proficiency would have 
resulted in a deeper understanding of the students’ perspectives. According to Mckay (2006) 
interviews can be designed to find out more about the informants’ opinions and attitudes about 
different aspects of the research questions. Open-ended questions may provide richer and more 
interesting data, even though they are more difficult to analyse. (p. 38-39). Hence, for the 
purpose of this survey, interviews could have provided more interesting responses. However, 
considering it would have been more time consuming and problematic to examine the data, it 
would not have been feasible within the time frame given.    
 
Nevertheless, as the response to the survey was positive, and a total of 95 informants 
participated, it is possible to draw some conclusions by transforming the data into reliable 
research results. The fact that some of the questions were not properly answered on some 
occasions, it did not occur frequently enough to affect the results significantly. Furthermore, 
the reasons to why a few of the students did not answer all the questions is unknown. Hence, it 
can only be assumed that the students did not have an answer, did not understand the question 
or just wanted to finish of the survey quickly as these were some of the last questions in the 
survey. Of course, it must be noted that it is impossible to know to what extent any of the 
participants answered the questions in the survey sincerely.  
 

6.2. Result Discussion 
 
 
The results of the survey demonstrate that the informants in this group are all multilingual as in 
total 20 languages are used amongst the 94 students in numerous contexts. As such, many of 
the students regularly switch between their first language and English when communicating to 
peers, teachers, and when at home or outside school, or when they are thinking or counting. 
Some of the students even use more than two languages on regular basis. In addition, five 
students speak a different language from their claimed first language at home. Here it would 
have been interesting to follow on with further questions such as: What are the reasons you do 
not use your first language at home? This would have resulted in an additional perspective on 
language use. Moreover, the results can be linked to Graddol’s (2004) claim that in the future 
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most people will speak more than one language and switch between languages as part of a 
routine (2004, p. 1330). However, without any follow on questions or interviews the outcomes 
of this survey do not indicate if any of the students struggle with the language switch.  
 
Nevertheless, when comparing the informants’ answers regarding their first language and their 
strongest language. 28 students report that English on its own is their strongest language, and 
only eight students claim that English on its own is their first language. On the other hand, 32 
students report that Arabic is their first language and 25 Swedish (Figure 2 & Figure 18). 
Considering that the students are enrolled in schools in the UAE and Sweden this is not a 
surprise. Nonetheless, only 13 students report that Arabic is their strongest language and nine 
Swedish. From a language hierarchy perspective this can be linked to Al-Issa’s (2017) claim 
that language loss does take place. Emirati youth have lost interest in Arabic, and as it is being 
pushed to side English receives a higher status (2017, 3-5). This is a concern for many Emirati 
parents (Kenaid, 2011, p. 23). Likewise, in Sweden English has received a high status and as 
such many claim it should be considered as a second language and not a foreign language 
(Hyltenstam, 2004, p. 52). According to Paulsrud (2014) this does not necessarily mean that 
there will be a development into a loss of the Swedish language. Instead, as English is already 
part of the Swedish Educational system, it is necessary to implement national EMI guidelines 
to avoid a negative effect on the students first language (2014, 38-221-222).  
 
The Swedish National Agency for Education and Dubai Ministry for Education promote high 
level of English proficiency to improve individuals’ prospects (Skolverket, 2011, p. 32 & 
Thacker et al., 2014, p. 20-21). The results of this survey show that over two thirds of the 
students agree and strongly agree that it is more important to be fluent in English that in your 
first language (Figure 17). Moreover, almost two thirds of the students agree or strongly agree 
that they are more fluent in English than some of the EMI teachers. Likewise, from a language 
hierarchy and L2 motivational perspective, some of the informants in Paulsrud’s (2017) study 
see English as a natural, purposeful tool for further education and other future undertakings. 
Some of the informants even diminish the importance of learning Swedish at an academic level. 
A teacher in the survey stated that the students’ English proficiency generally improves 
significantly after a few years attending an EMI school. As a result, the students might even 
exceed the teachers’ language ability. Nevertheless, another teacher in the study believes that it 
is an advantage being a native Swedish speaker when there is a need to explain difficult subject 
content for Swedish first language speaker (2017, p. 122-123). The latter claim cannot be linked 
to the results in this survey as 62% of the informants do not agree or agree somewhat that it is 
important that EMI teachers are fluent in English and in their first language. Similarly, 
regarding the possible negative effect on students’ subject understanding if the teachers cannot 
explain in their first language, 79% of the students reports that the effect is insignificant. In 
Rogier’s (2012) study some of the teachers equally to Paulsrud’s study (2017) point out that 
they do not believe that the students’ language ability meets the requirements for studying at 
university level in the UAE. Additionally, some of the public-school students in Rogier’s study 
point out that they often feel intimidated when there are students from private schools in the 
classroom. This is due to students from private schools in the UAE being perceived to have 
superior language skills to both students from government schools and teachers (2012, p. 113, 
120-122). Even so, the data collected does not establish that this is a concern for the students in 
this survey. On the contrary, the majority of the students report English as their strongest 
language. Additionally, the fact that not all of their teachers are fluent in the students first 
languages is not a viewed negatively.    
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Therefore, from an egalitarian perspective it is not clear if the informants in this survey mostly 
represents highly motivated academic students that are part of an international life-style, or if 
they represent students from different socio-economic groups and backgrounds. However as 
most of the responses are positive regarding EMI, multilingualism and English proficiency it 
seems likely that the majority of the students are confident with their language proficiency 
skills. Also, as EE is enormous in both nations this has a positive impact on the students’ 
language proficiency (Olsson, 2012). Figure 5 demonstrates that 77% of the informants 
communicate in English and their first language outside school and home in both the UAE and 
Sweden. This illustrates that in both countries English is easily accesses outside the classroom 
even though English is not an official language. This can occur both deliberately and 
unintentionally according to Sundqvvist (2009, 25-26).   
 
Even though, the data collected indicates that the students have a positive view on 
multilingualism and are multilingual, the survey does not explore students’ attitudes towards 
improving language skills in other languages than their first language and English. Once again, 
it would have been appropriate to follow up with open ended questions or interviews to explore 
to what extent the informants regard the significance of learning other languages and improve 
their first language skills. On the other hand, the survey clearly points out that the informants 
have a positive attitude towards, and an understanding of the English language and its high-
rank position in today’s globalised world. This endorses with Cabau-Lapmp’s (2007) claim that 
other languages than English are rarely given an elevated position, and pupils do not feel the 
necessity to continue their foreign langage studies at compulsory school, particularly in upper 
secondary school. Also, this can be linked to the L2 motivational perspective, which requires 
that there is a correlation between positive motivation and readiness when acquiring a foreign 
language successfully (Lightbown et al., p. 63). This also done to maintain the country’s 
internationalized economy (2007, p. 353-354). 
 
From an egalitarian perspective the majority of the respondents regard multilingualism as more 
important than language proficiency. Furthermore, the students maintain that being able to 
communicate with different people in different languages give them a greater understanding of 
other cultures. Thus, as discussed earlier in this thesis, both the UAE and Sweden are nations 
with a multilingual population where English has an elevated academic status. It is therefore 
possible that the students’ responses are a reflection of the society they live in as well as for 
many of them, their transient life-style. Consequently, being able to communicate and finding 
a common language becomes fundamental, which leaves language proficiency less essential. 
This again can be linked to Graddol (2004), who upholds that society will need to reflect on 
what language proficiency entails, “The expectation that someone should always aspire to 
native speaker competence when learning a foreign language is under challenge, as is the notion 
of “native speaker” itself” (2004, p. 1330). This can be linked to the fact that many of the 
answers to the open questions in this survey contained spelling and grammatical mistakes. 
Nevertheless, the students’ answers can be understood, they correspond to the questions hence 
the communication is effective even though language proficiency is not faultless.  
 
From a second language (L2) motivational perspective a clear majority of the students in this 
survey have a positive attitude towards attending an EMI school. This even seems to be the case 
when it is their parents’ choice, and not their own. Hence, Dearden’s (2014) claim that the 
publics’ opinion regarding EMI is not completely in favour, is not represented in the results of 
this thesis. Equally, in the UAE and in Sweden parents and students seem to choose EMI 
schools because of the high-status English has received in society. There are claims in both 
countries that English is no longer a foreign language, instead it should be considered as a 
second language. Which is a reason for some institutions to implement EMI at schools (Al-Issa, 
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2017, p. 3-5 & Hyltenstam 2004, p. 52). The majority of the students in the survey appreciate 
the connection between English language skills and a bright future, which can be linked to 
motivation. This is also discussed in Kenaid (2011) study which claims that future generations 
in the UAE need to grasp both Arabic and English, as English proficiency is now a job 
requirement (2011, p. 23). Being multilingual is also encouraged in Sweden by the National 
Union of Sweden and the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise as this would not only benefit 
the students, but also the Swedish industry (Fjelkner et al., 2011, p. 4-6). On the other hand, 
previous studies claim that for socio-economic reasons there is a belief that children who attend 
private schools come from families with a better social background (Kenaid, 2011, p. 20-23-
24). From an egalitarian perspective, this could lead to students from lower socio-economic 
groups having limited access to EMI. Consequently, EMI could become a luxury for a few 
(Phillipson, 2004, p. 336-337). Additionally, in Sweden this would be against the National 
Agency for Education’s agenda which emphasises that all children should have equal access to 
education (Skolverket, 2011, p. 32). Nevertheless, in this survey the negative response 
regarding EMI is insignificant or not developed enough to draw any conclusions in regards to 
if EMI is available or suitable for everyone.  
 
 

7. Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, the students in this survey are a good example of a group of people that follow 
the global trend of using English as a common language when communicating in different 
contexts. Even though English is not the first language for most of the students, this thesis 
demonstrates that English is not only the language most of the students claim to be their 
strongest language, it is also the most used language on its own or in combination of English 
and the students’ first languages. However, the majority of the students claim that being 
multilingual is more important than being fluent in a language. To be able to communicate 
effectively with different people from all over the world, in different languages, is significant 
for most of the students as it widens their understanding of other cultures. There are no 
suggestions that being multilingual rather than being fluent in a language is negative.  
 
Additionally, this thesis establishes that over 85% of the informants participating in the survey, 
have a positive attitude towards attending an EMI schools and the effects it has on their English 
proficiency as well as on future undertakings. Hence it can be claimed that from a bottom-up 
perspective the students’ in this survey are ready for Englishisation. The question still remains 
if other stakeholders and policy makers are equally ready. Consequently, there is a need to 
further explore the implementation of EMI from a ‘bottom-up’ perspective with a wider focus 
on EMI students from several different backgrounds.  Perhaps a shift towards teaching how to 
communicate effectively rather than language proficiency would benefit more students in 
Sweden as well as in the UAE, particularly students who struggle with language proficiency. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1 
 
1. What language do you consider to be your 1st language?  
2. What language/languages do you speak at home?  
3. What language/languages do you use when you speak to your peers at school?  
4. What language/languages do you use outside school and outside your home?  
5. What language/languages do you think in?  
6. What language/languages do you count in?  
7. It is more important to be fluent in English than in your 1st language  
8. I am equally confident speaking in my 1st language as in English  
9. I am equally confident listening in my 1st language as in English  
10. I am equally confident writing in my 1st language as in English  
11. It is important that EMI teachers are fluent in English  
12. It is important that EMI teachers are fluent in English and in my 1st language  
13. Students are sometimes more fluent in English than the teachers  
14. EMI has a negative effect on my subject understanding if the teachers cannot explain in my 
1st language   
15. It is important to practise English outside the classroom to improve your English proficiency 
16. Attending an EMI school has had a positive effect on my English listening skills 
17. Attending an EMI school has had a positive effect on my English reading skills 
18. Attending an EMI school has had a positive effect on my English speaking skills 
19. Attending an EMI school has had a positive effect on my English writing skills 
20. Attending an EMI school has had a negative effect on my 1st language speaking skills 
21. Attending an EMI school has had a negative effect on my 1st language listening skills 
22. Attending an EMI school has had a negative effect on my 1st language reading skills 
23. Attending an EMI school has had a negative effect on my 1st language writing skills 
24. What were the main reasons you decided to attend an EMI school?  
25. What is most important, being multilingual or being fluent in a language?  
26. Overall I feel my strongest language is  
27. What are the main benefits of being multilingual?  
28. Why is it important to be fluent in English?   
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Appendix 2 
 
 

 
 
 
Survey on EMI (English Medium Instruction) student perspectives 
 
My name is Sofia Rhodes and I am enrolled in the teacher training programme for Secondary 
Education, years 7-9 at Dalarna University. At present, I am conducting an empirical study in 
English didactics to find out how students at English-Medium schools regard the role of the 
English language and multilingualism in society. 
 
I am hereby inviting you to participate in this anonymous online survey. Your participation is 
completely voluntary and your decision to take part or not will not affect your grades in any 
way. The survey should take approximately 5 minutes to answer. Your name and the name of 
your school will not be made public. Only information about participants’ age and gender will 
be published. By answering the survey questions you give your consent to participate.  
 
The results of the survey will be presented in the form of a thesis at Dalarna University. All 
collected data will be erased after the thesis has been examined.  
 
For further information you can contact 
 
Student: Sofia Rhodes   Supervisor: Christine Cox Eriksson 
h10sofrh@du.se   cce@du.se 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:cce@du.se
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Appendix 3 
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