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Abstract 

This article discusses the usage of English as a medium of instruction (EMI) at 
higher education institutions (HEIs) in Asia.  In particular, the article aims to 
address the possible impacts of EMI at HEIs.  A case in Vietnam is used as an 
example for considering the prospective implementation and possible impacts of 
EMI.  The author concludes that although EMI at HEIs in Asia, Vietnam 
included, is an appropriate response to globalization, there are interfering 
factors at micro levels that must be thoroughly addressed to prevent educational 
failures that will seriously impact society in the long term. 

 
 
Block and Cameron (2002, cited in Coleman, 2006) asserted that globalization has positive and 
negative effects on economics, culture, identity, politics, and technology.  To meet the resulting 
demands in international and domestic labor markets, people everywhere need new skills.  Tsui 
and Tollefson (2007, p. 1) used the term “global literacy skills” for technological and English 
skills, emphasizing that “to respond to the rapid changes brought about by globalization, all 
countries have been trying to ensure that they are adequately equipped with these two skills.”   
Thus, student proficiency in the English language is important.  Recently, many higher 
education institutions (HEIs) in Asia have introduced English-medium programs.  This article 
critically examines the relevance of the issue of English as a medium of instruction (EMI) at HEIs 
in Asia and focuses on the possible positive and negative impacts of EMI. 
 

EMI at HEIs in Asia 

In Asia, the adoption of EMI at HEIs is considered the “policy fashion” (Byun, Chu, Kim, Park,  
Kim, & Jung, 2011, p. 432) to attract foreign students, better equip domestic students for 
careers, and curb the high number of talented domestic students studying abroad in the era of 
internationalization.  Accordingly, a number of HEIs in Asia have reshaped their education 
policies to internationalize (Kirkpatrick, 2011) and have begun to offer English-medium 
programs.  However, reports on the implementation of EMI reflect both positive and negative 
outcomes of this trend.  While EMI students’ language competence has significantly improved, 
they have received less support and instruction from professors (Byun et al., 2011) and have 
had difficulties understanding the subject content and fluently expressing their opinions (Chang, 
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2010; Wu, 2006).  Moreover, when discussing unintended negative effects of EMI, De Wit 
(2011) pointed out that there has been “a decline in the quality of education” (p. 6) because of 
a decreasing focus on other foreign languages and an insufficient focus on the quality of the 
English spoken by students and teachers whose native language is not English.  Other pitfalls of 
EMI include serious divisions between Western-trained and local scholars (Shi, 2003, cited in 
Kirkpatrick, 2011), potential loss of indigenous cultures, and displacement and erosion of 
national languages (The Observatory on Borderless Higher Education, 2007). 
 
Social inequality is another aspect of concern with EMI.  The case of India is an example.  
There, EMI is believed to be advantageous for students from wealthy families which have used 
English for a generation or more, but disadvantageous for other students who do not have 
access to knowledge resources in English (Annamalai, 2004).  Students who lack proficiency in 
English cannot adequately understand subjects taught in the language and thus may be poorly 
educated at university.  Another issue is the “unequal linguistic dichotomy in terms of language 
ideology” (Annamalai, 2004, p. 190).  English may be considered to represent modernity, 
progression, and high technology, whereas first languages may be seen as traditional and “as 
instruments that fulfill emotional needs and maintain cultural values and practices” (Annamalai, 
2004, p. 190). 
 
Regarding policy, EMI at HEIs in Asia is seen to be a top-down approach, with directives issued 
from higher levels to those who implement them (Gill, 2006).  This is contradictory to Kaplan 
and Baldauf (1997) and Baldauf and Kaplan (2005)’s proposal that successful language-in-
education policies rely greatly on efforts from the bottom up.  These scholars also suggest that 
objectives (e.g., access, personnel, curriculum, methods and materials, resourcing, community, 
and evaluation) be addressed at the level they are to be implemented.  Discussing success in 
meeting these policies, Baldauf and Kaplan (2005) indicated that it “largely depends on policy 
decisions related to the teachers, the courses of study, and the materials and resources to be 
made available” (p. 1014).  In each nation, these areas, in reality, develop depending on the 
way the educational system operates (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997).  Malaysia is an interesting 
example to consider.  EMI was proposed in this nation in 2005; however, the introduction of 
this language policy has been deemed sudden (Gill, 2006) and policy makers only “utilize the 
beliefs, values and interests of the individuals responsible for the policy,” according to Zaaba, 
Ramadan, Anning, Gunggut, and Umemoto (2011, p. 163). Therefore, many Malaysian scholars 
and educators doubt the success of the implementation of EMI because of the lack of clarity 
with regard to its direction (Gill, 2006).  Should EMI be unsuccessful, negative impacts on 
society, political and socioeconomic, are likely to occur.  
 

The Case of Vietnam  

The Government of Vietnam is devoted to enhancing its human resources in the age of global 
integration, technological advances, and internationalization.  With the prime minister’s recent 
approval of the Teaching and Learning Foreign Languages in the National Education System 
2008-2020 project (Ministry of Education and Training, 2008), political will for such a move is 
obviously indicated.  Accordingly, in the years leading up to 2015, the project proposes to 
begin EMI for approximately 20% of national, provincial, and other university students in 
certain subjects and sectors.  The percentage of students and the number of schools and 
provinces will increase every year.   
 
By 2020, all HEIs will have intensive language training programs.  Thus, although the idea of 
using EMI at HEIs is considered a timely decision by the Vietnamese government in response to 
globalization, its implementation will not happen quickly.  Employing Kaplan and Baldauf 



Language Education in Asia, Volume 3, Issue 2, 2012 

Manh - Page 265 

(1997) and Baldauf and Kaplan’s (2005) previously presented policy areas, a number of 
interfering factors are discussed in the sections that follow.  
 
Student and Teacher Issues 

Examination of English language competency in Vietnam shows that students and lecturers 
have generally low English proficiency.  For example, a recent notable investigation from 
Danang University (2012), one of the leading institutions in Vietnam, shows that 70% of the 
newly enrolled students have insufficient English proficiency to pursue studies in English.  With 
such low English language competency, students would be unable to comprehend lectures or 
materials in English.  Considering lecturers, few have the proficiency to verbally communicate 
in English.  Lecturers who earned academic qualifications abroad appear to be good at English, 
although there are some concerns about their proficiency level, their ability to lecture at a level 
suitable for their students, and their interactions with students.  If these concerns are not 
addressed, it may be difficult for students to learn from lecturers educated abroad.  
 
Curriculum Issues 

Curricula at HEIs are considered outdated and inflexible (Dao, 2004) and the teaching 
methodology conventional and passive (Hayden & Thiep, 2007).  Nevertheless, since 2006, 
university education in Vietnam has experienced radical changes as some key HEIs have 
embarked on so-called advanced programs using EMI to attract more students.  However, in a 
recent paper, Hiep (2012) raised concerns about the shortcomings of these programs because of 
high tuition fees as well as teachers’ and students’ language competence. 
 
Socioeconomic and Political Impacts 

EMI at HEIs in Vietnam are likely to cause socioeconomic inequality, since EMI seemingly 
benefits only the well-off minority of students with access to English.  This policy marginalizes 
most students from rural areas because of their low level of proficiency in English.  The 
technological and professional knowledge taught in English will be inaccessible to these 
linguistically disadvantaged students, who will subsequently be unable to compete for jobs on 
an equal basis with students who are fluent in English.  In addition, they may not have the same 
opportunities for professional development and career advancement.  Socioeconomic 
inequality may promote socioeconomic and political instability. 
 
Finally, national identity needs consideration.  With EMI at HEIs and with companies preferring 
employees fluent in English, the long-term effect on the status of the Vietnamese language is in 
question.  It may become a stepchild, or second-class, language.  What will happen if EMI is at 
HEIs for generations cannot be predicted.  
 

Conclusion 

In summary, the incentive for employing EMI at HEIs is to produce a future labor force which is 
sufficiently qualified in terms of professional knowledge and foreign-language competence to 
meet the requirements demanded of human resources in the current epoch.  For the successful 
implementation of EMI at HEIs, sociolinguistic research in the local context, as suggested by 
Kaplan and Baldauf (1997), would provide policy makers, educational administrators, and 
curriculum developers with insight into the issues involved, so that university students will be 
better equipped to acquire English language proficiency and learn in their EMI courses.    
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