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ABSTRACT

TherehasbeenmuchdebateabouttheissueofEnglishasaMediumofInstruction(EMI)andthe
placeofEnglishinthecontextofinternationaleducationingeneralandintheArabian/PersianGulf
regioninparticular.ThisstudyexplorestheuseofEMIinanundergraduateengineeringprogramme
intheKingdomofSaudiArabia(KSA).Usingaqualitativeapproachtodatacollectionbymeans
ofopen-endedquestionnairesandsemi-structuredinterviews,thisstudyexplorestheviewsofArab
expatriateteachersofscientificsubjects,SaudiengineeringstudentsandpreparatoryyearEFLnon-
ArabexpatriateteachersontheuseofEMIintheirinstitution.Thestudyshedslightonacertaingap
intermsofactualclassroompractices,betweenEMIasanofficiallanguagepolicyandArabicasde
factomediumofinstruction.Furthermore,thefindingsofthestudysuggestthattheimplementation
ofEMImayposeseveralchallengestobothteachersandstudents.
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INTRODUCTION

ItwouldbehardtodisputethetremendousimpactofEnglishintheworldanditspolitical,cultural
andtechnologicalimplications.Inthefieldsoftrade,technologyandscientificresearchforinstance,
Englishhasbecomeaglobal“currency”(Graddol,1997,2006)andmasteryoftheEnglishlanguage
issovitalintheacademicandbusinessarenasthatit is“soughtasatalismanofsuccessandan
entrytickettothegoodlife”(Holly,1990,p.16).Itisalsointerestingtonotethatthereseemstobe
afirmlyrootedunquestionedassumptionamongstmanyacademicsandstudentsthatitissomehow
‘natural’tostudyinthemediumofEnglish.However,althoughthereismuchdebatearoundthis
issue,researchtendstoshowthattheimplementationofEMIcanbeproblematicintermsoflocal
language and values (Abu Zayd, 2000; Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2001; Troudi 2007, 2009)
andstudents’achievements(Marsh2006;Brock-Utne,2007;Al-Bakri,2013),especiallyifsucha
languagepolicyisimplementedwithoutconsideringthenumerousimplicationsforalleducational
stakeholdersinvolvedinthechangeofthelanguageofinstruction.InSaudiArabia,whichisthefocus
ofthispaper,andotherneighbouringGulfcountriessuchastheUnitedArabEmirates,theuseof
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Arabicisbeingsignificantlyreducedandaffected(Troudi2007,2009;Raddawi&Meslem,2015;
Troudi&Hafedh,2017).Withthisinmind,thisstudy,conductedintheKingdomofSaudiArabia
(KSA),empiricallyexaminedandshedlightonEMIasalanguagepolicyinpracticeasperceived
byagroupoflocalpractitionersandstudents.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

LikeinallotherGulfcountries,universitiesinSaudiArabiahaveadoptedEMIforscientificsubjects
(Barnawi&Al-Hawsawi,2017)sotheuseofEnglishisnolongerlimitedtoadiscretesubjectstudied
atschooloruniversitybutisgraduallytakingagreaterrolewithintheeducationsystem.Asaresult,
curriculumcontent,assessmentandinstructionareofficiallyinthemediumofEnglish.Nonetheless,
althoughEnglishiswidelyspokenwithinthecountry,ithasnotreachedthestatusofasecondlanguage
andremainsaforeignlanguageforallSaudistudentsforwhomthefirstandofficiallanguageis
Arabicandthelanguageofinstructioninstateschools.ItisalsoimportanttohighlightthatSaudi
universitystudentsareallArabicspeakers,thusformingaratherhomogeneousmonolingualspeech
community.Attheuniversitywherethestudywasconducted,themediumofinstructionisEnglish;
however,noofficialcurriculumseemstobeinplaceandeachdepartmentadoptsasyllabus-based
approach.Therefore,ithasnotbeenpossibletoputtheofficialcurriculumunderscrutiny.Asfar
astheteachingfacultyareconcerned,awidemajorityofthemareArabexpatriatesmainlyfrom
Egypt,Jordan,SudanandtheMaghreb.Saudinationalsrepresentaminorityofteachersbutoccupy
allmanagerialandadministrativepositions.TheuniversityalsorecruitsWesternexpatriatesmainly
forteachingtheEnglishasaForeignLanguage(EFL)preparatoryyearcourses.

EMIisbeingofficiallyandgraduallyimplementedacrossthecountry’suniversitiesandappears
tobeposinganumberofchallengesincludingtherecruitmentofaqualified,proficientworkforce;
itisalsoasourceofconcernintermsofstudents’academicachievementsandculturalidentity.It
isworthaddingthatEMIis,asdescribedbyMacaro(2015,p.4),“agrowingglobalphenomenon
takingplaceprimarilyintertiaryeducation.Itisalsoalreadybeingestablishedasapotentialengine
ofchangeinthesecondarysectoranditisnotescapingtheattentionofthoseconcernedwiththe
primarysection.”ThisdescriptionalreadyappliestothesituationinsomeGulfcountrieswherethe
secondaryandprimaryprivatesectorsareincreasinglyshiftingtoEMI.Therehasalsobeenarecent
shifttoEMIinthepublicsectoratprimaryandsecondarylevelsintheUAE(Sanassian,2011).A
recentBritishCouncilsurveyoffifty-fivecountriesconfirmedthisglobalphenomenon,withsome
countriessuchasUzbekistanshiftingtoEMI(Dearden,2014).SaudiArabiaisthereforefollowing
aglobaland,seemingly,irresistibleandunavoidableeducationaltrend.

ENGLISHIZATION OF EDUCATION

EMIrelatestothecontinuingEnglishizationofeducation–oftenreferredtoasinternationalisation–
ofnon-Englishmediumeducationalinstitutions(Kirkpatrick2014;LeHa&Barnawi,2015).With
respect to theGulfcountries ingeneraland theKSAinparticular, thepushformoreEnglish in
educationisseenbypolicy-makersasenhancing“theirpoliticalandeconomicconnectiontothe
restoftheworld”(LeHa&Barnawi,2015,p.546).This,ofcourse,alsorelatestothecentralrole
playedbyEnglishintheprocessofglobalisationintheeducationarenaastheteachingofEnglishas
aforeignlanguageisdeeplyintertwinedwiththisphenomenonbybeingnotonlytheresultofthis
process,butalsoanactivefacilitator(Louber,2016).Therefore,Englishanditsplaceintheshift
intheactuallanguagepolicyofthecountryseemintimatelylinkedtoeconomic,financialaswell
asideologicalconsiderationsanddrivenbytheever-growingglobaleconomicforces.Nonetheless,
asdiscussedlaterinthispaper,evenfromamerepragmaticperspective,thestrategiesadoptedby
mostGulfcountries in termsof languageeducationpolicy (LEP)are rather ineffective,because
theydonotrealisticallypreparestudentswiththeability toworkefficientlyin theirprofessional
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andacademicdomains.ThevaluesthatemergefromthisEnglishizationareverysimilarinnature
totheonespromotedbythemoderncapitalistsocietyofproduction,consumerism,measurement
andaccountability,wherebyeducationisseenasapreparationforcareerandworkandstudentsare
trainedtocontributeandparticipateinthedevelopmentofthelocalandglobaleconomy.Owing
tothis,andunsurprisingly,“a‘marriage’betweenschoolandbusinessinstitutions”isviewedbya
numberofeducationalistsintheGulfthathaveembracedthismodelasawaytofacethechallenges
ofglobalisationandtheeconomictransformationsithascreated(Rassekh&Thomas,2001,p.11).
Onthecontrary,inouropinion,theconsumeristtendencyofthisapproachconstitutesarealdanger
forinstitutionstosuccumbtothepressureofthemarketattheexpenseofeducation(Molesworth,
Scullion,&Nixon,2010;Barnawi,2018)evenifsuchapproacheshaveprovedtobeineffective.

LANGUAGE EDUCATION POLICy

Languageisinitselfnotonlyaformofcontent,butalsoavectorandanagentofcontent;therefore,
decisionsonlanguageofinstructionshouldbeinvestigatedinlightofdifferentparadigmaticapproaches
onlanguagepolicy.Likewise,adistinctionshouldbemadebetweentwokeytermsusedinthispaper;
whilelanguageeducationpolicyisspecifictoeducationalcontexts(Shohamy2006),languagepolicy
hasbeendefinedasa“meansbywhichthegovernmentorotherpublicbodiesseektoinfluenceorto
changeelementsinthelanguageitself,inlanguageuseorinstatusofalanguage”(Amara,Mar’i,&
Mari,2002,p.1).Simplyput,ithasalsobeenreferredtoas“decisionspeoplemakeaboutlanguages
andtheirusesinsociety”(Shohamy,2006,p.77).Theconceptoflanguagepolicyisnottoberestricted
toofficialstatements,documentordeclaredpoliciesbutexistsinotherformsandexpressionssuch
ashidden,unofficialorimplicit‘defacto’policiesorpractices(Ricento,2006a,2006b;Shohamy,
2006).Inthisrespect,astudybyDearden(2014)commissionedbytheBritishCouncilshowedthat
amongthefifty-fiveinvestigatedcountrieswhereEMIhadbeenadopted,lessthanhalfofthemhad
explicitlyannouncedthroughofficialstatementsthatEnglishwasthelanguageofinstructionintheir
educationalinstitutions.

Nonetheless,practiceplaysapreponderantroleinthesuccessofanygivenlanguagepolicyand
topdowndeclarationsatthelevelofpolicyoftenenterinconflictwithbottomupforcesatthelevel
ofpracticeandimplementation.Asaresult,the‘true’,orthelanguagepolicyineffect,isoftenfound
inthepracticeswithinthecommunity.AccordingtoSpolsky,thefieldandscopeoflanguagepolicy
gobeyondofficialstatementsandlegaldeclarationstoreferto“alllanguagepractices,beliefsand
managementdecisionsofacommunityorpolity”(2004,p.9).Thesepracticesandbeliefscoverawide
rangeofpublictransactions,socialinstitutionsandactivitiesandaffectthedailylivesofpeopleinevery
society.Healsoarguesthatclearlystatedlanguagepoliciesdonotnecessarilytranslateintopractice
for“theexistenceof[an]explicitpolicydoesnotguaranteethatitwillbeimplemented,nordoes
implementationguaranteesuccess.”Takinglanguagepolicyawayfromthespheresofauthoritative
bodiessuchasgovernmentsandinstitutions,McCarty(2011)placesitwithinasocioculturalframework
andviewsisasaprocesswhereby“modesofhumaninteraction,negotiation,andproduction[are]
mediatedbyrelationsofpower”(p.8).

Suchpotentialconflictscanbeviewedinlightofpowerissueswherebyauthoritynotonlydecides
onthelanguagethatshouldbeused,butalsohowitshouldbeused.Therefore,suchauthoritative
decisionscannotberegardedasneutralastheycommonlyserveasagentstopromotepoliticalor
ideologicalagendas(Tollefson,2006).Asaresult,curricula,content,materialandotherresources
becomeagentsandvectorsofideology.Veryoften,languagepoliciesarebeingdesignedandenforced
inatopdownauthoritativemannerwithoutanyformofpriorconsultationornegotiation.Moreover,
sincelanguagecanberegardedasoneoftheexpressionsoffreedom,interferingintheformsof
theseexpressionsmayposeathreattocertainfundamentalrightsincludingfreedomofthoughtand
expression(Hornberger,2006;Shohamy,2006;Skutnabb-Kangas,2006).Asaresult,fundamental
questionsof(in)equalityandrightsariseifthelanguageofinstruction,especiallyifitisnotthefirst
languageofthelearners,istobedecidedfromabove.
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PROBLEMATIZING ENGLISH AS A MEDIUM OF INSTRUCTION

Thishasbecomearecentsourceofconcernforanumberofcountries.Indeed,interestingly,despite
theongoingEnglishizationofeducationandtheglobalgeneraltrendtowardsEMI,especiallyinthe
Gulfregion,itisnotalwayssoeasilyembracedandadopted.Forexample,inthecontextofEastand
SouthernAfrica,athoroughreviewoflanguage-in-educationpoliciesbyTrudell(2016)strongly
suggests that learning in the medium of English has a significant impact on learner outcomes;
shearguesforaneffectivemother-tongue-basedbilingualeducationratherthanasinglelanguage
educationpolicy.Likewise,Erlingetal.(2016),whoconductedastudyinpostcolonialcontexts(India
andGhana),claimthatlanguageeducationpolicyshouldmakefulluseofstudents’mothertongues
inordertoaddresstheireducationalneedsinacontextwheretheneedforEnglishisevergrowing.
ForotherresearcherssuchasMilliganetal.(2016)andDesai(2016)inRwanda,EMIraisescertain
pedagogicalconcernsandtheysuggestdesigninglanguagesupportivematerialsandadoptbilingual
strategiestohelpstudentsovercomethelearningchallengestheyfaceintheclassroom.

SuchpedagogicalorideologicalconcernshaveencouragedothercountriestoquestionEMIasa
languageeducationpolicy.Asamatterofexample,inIndonesia,asaresultofalegalbattlelaunched
byeducationalstakeholdersincludingteachersandparents,thecourtruledagainsttheimplementation
ofEMIinpublicschoolsarguingthatthislanguagepolicywasposingaseriousthreattothelocal
vernacularsandtonationalidentity,arguingitwassociallydivisiveandleadingtoinequality(Dearden
2014).InQatar,discontentwiththeeffectofEMIonstudents’learningexperienceshaspushedthe
UniversityofQatartoreinstateArabicasthemainmediumofinstructioninanumberofsubjects
(MacLeod&AbouEl-Keir,2017).PlacingEMIinthewiderareaoflanguageineducation,anumber
ofresearchersinseveralAfricancountries(e.g.Trudell,2016;Kuchah,2016;MulumbaandMassazi,
2012)approachedlanguageofinstructionpoliciesfromtheperspectivesoflinguisticsrights,access
andequality.Forexample,MulumbaandMassazi(2012)haveraisedquestionsabouttheroleof
AfricanandEuropeanlanguages,mainlyEnglishandFrench,inpromotingorhinderingcognitive,
socialandeconomicdevelopmentinmultilingualAfrica.Inthisrespect,likeMulumbaandMassazi,
Kuchah(2016,p.312)arguesthat“themediumofinstructionhasthepotentialtopromote,stagnate
orstifletheacquisitionofskillsnecessaryforindividualandsocietaldevelopment.”

PROBLEMATIZING EMI IN SAUDI ARABIA

AstheEnglishlanguageisincreasinglyplayingacentralroleintheeducationsystem,especiallyat
university,thedemandforEFLteachersintheKSAhasdramaticallyincreased.Althoughthereis
muchdebatearoundthisissue,researchsuggeststhattheimplementationofEMIcanposeathreatto
thelocallanguageandvalues(AbuZayd,2000;Brock-Utne&Holmarsdottir,2001;Al-Jarf,2008;
Troudi,2009)andmayhaveanegativeimpactonstudents’achievements(Marsh,2006;Brock-Utne,
2007;Belhiah&Elhami,2015)especiallyifthisparticularlanguagepolicyisimplementedwithout
consideringthefutureimpactandimplicationsonprofessionalsandstudents.

Asaresult,theadoptionofEMIintheKSA,intheArabworldandelsewherehasledagrowing
numberof researchers to takeacritical stance towards this trend(AbuZayd,2000;Brock-Utne,
2007;Troudi,2007,2009;Al-Jarf,2008;Al-Bakri,2013).Morespecifically,Troudi(2007)suggests
thatadoptingaforeignlanguageasamediumof instructionisdetrimental tostudentsas itadds
“additionallearningburdens”andBrock-Utne(2007)claimsthatEMIimpactsnegativelyonstudents’
achievements.Furthermore,withparticularrespecttotheArabworld,ithasbeenarguedthatsuch
languageeducationpolicycausesconcernforArabiclanguageandidentity(AbuZayd,2000;Al-
Jarf,2008;Troudi,2009).IntheKSA,thereseemstobecontradictorydiscourseswithregardsthe
placeofEnglishwithintheeducationsystemwiththedesiretopromoteEMIontheonehandand
thestrongwilltopreservethelocalArabicIslamicidentityontheother(Habbash&Troudi,2015).
Interestingly,itappearsthattheadoptionofEMIcouldpotentiallycreatea“linguisticculturaldualism”
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(Findlow,2006).WithparticularreferencetotheUAE,Findlow(2006,p.25)examinedtheimpact
ofthevarioussocietalchangesonhighereducationintermsoflanguageuseandrepresentationand
pointedto“theexistenceofdistinctworldviews”withArabicrepresenting“culturalauthenticity,
localism,tradition,emotions[and]religion”andEnglishembodying“modernity,internationalism,
business,materialstatus[and]secularism.”Thisalsoreinforcestheideathatvaluesandworldviews
arecarriedthroughthelanguageand,therefore,throughlanguageinstruction.

Likewise,AbuZayd(2000),aSaudischolar,makessimilarclaimsandotherscontendthatthe
choiceofamediumofinstructiondoesnotonlyhaveimplicationsintermsofcontentmaterialor
recruitmentofteachers,butmoreimportantly,itisfundamentallytiedupwiththenatureofthevalues
tobetransmitted(Byram&Risager,1999).Thisimpliestheexistenceofanimplicit‘hidden’language
educationpolicyintheformofan“unspokencurriculum”(Holly,1990)wherebylanguageservesas
avehicleofthoughts,valuesandideology.ThisideahasbeenfurtherdevelopedbyKarmani(2010,p.
87)whoinvestigatedtheroleplayedbyEMIintheUnitedArabEmiratesinsocialisingArabstudents.
HisfindingsstronglysuggestthatEMIhasastrongsocialisingeffectonArabstudents“byshaping
theirgeneralviewsabouttherolesofEnglishandArabic”,whichimpliesthatEMI“actsasakind
of‘hiddencurriculum’byinstillinginstudentsasenseoftheproperroleofArabicandEnglishin
amodernuniversitysetting.”

Despite theabove,agreatnumberofofficialsandeducationalauthoritiesaredesigningand
implementinglanguagepolicieswithout“adequatelyconsideringtheimplicationsofsuchpolicies
andpracticesonthelivesof theteachersandstudents theyaffect”(Nunan,2003,p.591).Saudi
authorities,forinstance,have“overlookedthemanyproblemsassociatedwithitsEnglish-onlypolicy”
andwhole-heartedlypromotedEnglishinthecountry(LeHa&Barnawi,2015,p.545).

THE STUDy

Inordertoexploretheparticipants’viewsonEMIwithinonetertiaryinstitutionintheKSA,thestudy
soughttofocusonthreeimportantissues:(1)thestudents’andteachers’viewsontheimplementation
ofEMIintheirinstitution,(2)thepotentialproblematicexpressionsofEMIintheirinstitutionand
(3)theirviewsontheuseofArabicasaMediumofInstruction(AMI)intheirinstitution.Asthis
studydidnotseektogeneralisefindingstoawiderpopulation,onlythirteenvoluntaryparticipants
tookpart;theywererecruitedthroughemailsandpersonalcontacts.TheparticipantswerefiveSaudi
engineeringstudents,fiveengineeringandscienceteacherswhowereArabnationalsandthreeEFL
WesternexpatriateteacherswhouseEnglishastheirfirstlanguage.Educationbeingstrictlygender-
segregatedinSaudiArabia,collectingdatafromfemaleparticipantswasextremelychallengingand
notallowed;therefore,allparticipantsweremales.

Fundamentally,wethoughtthatfocusingonstudentsandteacherswasessentialas“classroom
practitionersareattheheartoflanguagepolicy”(Ricento&Hornberger,1996,p.417);teachersand
studentsareseenhereasholdingacentralroleanditwasessentialtoexamineEMIthroughtheeyes
oftheseimportantactorsandnotthroughanofficialstatement.Inaddition,astheissuesaddressed
inthisstudywerenotquantifiableinscientificterms,apurelyqualitativeapproachwasfavoured.In
doingso,thedatacollectioncomprisedofseveralstages.Consideringthiswasasmall-scalestudy,
open-endedquestionnaireswerefirstdistributedamongtheparticipantsastheyseemedaneffective
wayofobtaininganhonest insight into theirviewsprior to an in-depth interview.For instance,
participantswereaskedtoexpresstheiropinionsabouttheperceivedadvantagesanddisadvantages
ofEMIintheirinstitutionandtocomparebetweentheuseofArabicandEnglishinteachingand
learning.Theywerethengiventheopportunitytoelaborateontheirthoughtsduringaninterview.
Duringtheinterviews, inadditionto theissues investigatedin theopen-endedquestions,several
areaswere investigated inmoredepthwith theparticipants including theperceived rationale for
adoptingEMIintheirinstitution,theirviewsontheEnglishlanguageproficiencyrequirementsin
STEMandthepotentialproblemsrelatedtoteachingandlearninginthemediumofEnglish.Finally,
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participantswereencouragedtomakerecommendationsinlightoftheimplementationofEMIin
theirinstitution.Aftertheinterviews,participantswereaskedtodiscuss,rectify,commentorreflect
ontheirownanswersusingaprintedtranscript.

Throughinterviews,itwaspossibletocapturemeaningfuldescriptionsfromtheperspectivesof
theparticipants,whichgavethemtheopportunitytodepicttheirownexperiencesofEMIasalanguage
policyinpractice.InterviewswereallconductedinEnglishwiththeteacherswhowereallfluentin
English,butonlywiththestudents,Arabicwasusedtoensuretheyunderstoodthequestions.Itwas
importanttocapturemeaningfuldescriptionsandexperiences,sowefeltitwasnecessarytoensure
thatstudentswerecomfortabletalkingabouttheseissues,hencetheuseofArabicduringinterviews.
Interviewswerethentranscribed,codedandanalysedinductivelyandthematically.

Furthermore,sincetheprocessofdoingeducationalresearchinvolvescollectingdataaboutthe
peopleandfromthepeople,ethicalissueswereaddressedquiteearlyintheresearchprocess.Therefore,
allparticipantswereprotectedbyhumansubjectresearchprotocolsandwerefullyinformedaboutthe
natureandthefocusofthestudy.Theywereentitledtowithdrawfromtheresearchatanytime.Each
participantwasassuredinwritingthattheirprivacy,anonymityandconfidentialitywouldbestrictly
guaranteed.Inaddition,ethicalapprovalformsweredistributedandsignedbytheparticipants.The
nameandtheplaceoftheinstitutionaswellasanyelementthatcouldhelpidentifytheinstitution
ortheparticipantswerenotmentioned.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Thequalitativeapproachtodatacollectionandanalysisallowedustotakeaverycloselookatthe
participants’perceptionsofEMIintheclassroom.Followinganinductiveanalyticalprocess,the
findingsrevolvearoundtwobroadthemesthatemergedfromthedata:(1)ArabicasaMediumof
Instruction(AMI)asadefactolanguagepolicy,(2)theimplicationsofEMIasanewconsumeristtrend.

Arabic as a Medium of Instruction: De Facto Policy
Oneofthestrikingelementsisthatalltheparticipantswithoutexceptionexpressivelytalkedabouta
certaingapbetweenpolicyandpractice.AlthoughtheofficiallanguageofinstructionisEnglish,in
practice,Arabicisbeingusedasamediumofinstruction.Thisconfirmsthepointsmentionedearlier
regardingtheexistenceofofficiallanguagepoliciesindeclarationsanddocumentsanddefactopolicies
atthelevelofimplementation.Thisiswhymanyparticipants,whenaskedabouthowtheyunderstood
it,mainlyreferredtoEMIas“administrativeprescriptionsandguidelines”or“officialpolicy.”This
ideaisrecurrentamongalltheparticipantswhoclearlyexpressedtheexistenceofanunofficialor
implicitdefactopolicyintheformofAMI.Thisalsosuggeststheimportanceofclassroompractices
overofficialstatementsandpolicies.Forinstance,anengineeringteacherstressedonthefactthat
althoughbookswereinEnglishandthattheyhadbeeninstructedtoteachusingEnglish,despite
theexistenceofanyofficialguideline,mostoftheactualteachingwasnotdoneinthemediumof
English.Hestated:“we’renotimplementingEMI,eventheEnglishbooksarenotbeingused.”This
particularteacherwentontoquestiontheactualpossibilityofEMIbeingimplementedinpractice
inhisinstitutionsaying:“EMIcannotbeenforcedandIdon’tseeEMIhappening.”Thisaspectcan
alsobeunderstoodasachallengetotheeffectiveimplementationofEMIinthiscontextasamong
thecommonconcernsabouttheoutcomesoftheimplementationofEMIinvariouscontextsisthe
lackofclearguidelines(Dearden,2014).

Owingtothatsituation,anotherengineeringteacheraddressedthefeasibilityofimplementing
EMIandresortingtoAMIexpressingtheviewthatthelatterwasgraduallybeingimplementedin
practiceas“moreandmoreteachingiscarriedoutusingArabic.”Whenquestionedaboutthereasons
thatprevented, in theirview, theeffective implementationofEMI,participating teachersmainly
referredtothepoor“levelofEnglish”ofthestudentswhilestudentsexplainedthatusingArabicwith
theirteacherswas“easierandmorepractical”forthem.Onestudentclearlyreferredtothisaspect
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saying:“mybasicsinEnglisharelimitedandmyvocabularyisjustenoughtocommunicatethat’s
whyIwanttheteacherstoexplaininArabic.”Inaddition,onestudentmentioned:“weaskthem[the
teachers]tospeaktousinArabicbecauselikethis,wedonothavetotranslateintoArabicourselves.”
Interestingly,onestudentreferredtothepracticalaspectofAMIwhileadmittingthatEMIwasneeded:
“IstillthinkitisbettertostudyinEnglishalthoughweasktheteacherstouseArabicintheclass.”

Theabovequotesareindicativeofaunanimousviewamongtheparticipantsandsupportthe
claimthat theideaof languagepolicymustbeunderstoodasamultilayeredconcept(Ricento&
Hornberger,1996)wherebyvariousagentsandforcesenterinconstantconflict.Teachersandstudents
representthesebottomupforcesofimplementationthatshapethetrueexplicitdefactolanguage
policy.Basedonthis,thedataseemtosuggesttheexistenceofacertaingapbetweentheofficialand
thedefactopolicyandbetweenintendedpracticesandactualclassroompractice.Althoughclassroom
observationswerenotconductedinthisstudy,thisparticularpointhasbeenrepeatedlyreportedby
alltheparticipants.Indeed,althoughteachersappeartobeawareoftheofficialpolicythatinstructs
themtouseEMI,theyallresortedtoAMIintheirdailyteachingpractice.Thiscanbeexplained,
notably,bytheabsenceofnegotiationbetweeneducatorsandofficials,asexpressedbyanumber
ofteachers.Itisalsoworthnoticingthatthispointwascorroboratedbythestudents’viewswhoall
reportedthattheyexpressivelyrequestedtheirteacherstouseArabicinclass,asithasbeenclearly
mentionedbyoneparticipant:“weask[theteachers]toteachusinArabic.”

ThiscanbeexplainedbythefactthatthestudentsreportedthattheyfeltthatusingtheArabic
languagewiththeirArabteachersfacilitatedtheirlearning.This,ofcourse,ismainlypossiblewith
Arabteachersorwithteachersfluentinthelanguage,whichisnotalwaysthecaseduetothesignificant
numberofforeignteachers(i.e.non-Saudis)fromnon-ArabcountriessuchasIndiaorPakistanfor
instance.Moreimportantly,thefactthatstudentsseemtofavourbeingtaughtinArabic,whichistheir
mothertongue,initselfcanberegardedasaformofempowermentasthisrelatestobothahuman
rightandapedagogicalnecessity(Benson&Kosonen,2013;Kirkpatrick,2014).Indeed,anumber
ofparticipatingstudentssimplystated:“itisnaturalformetouseArabicbecausethisismyfirst
language,butEnglishisnot.”Inaddition,oneEFLteacherclearlyexpressedthatEMIcould,onthe
contrary,beproblematicbecauseitcouldprevent“somebodyfrombeingaverygoodengineerjust
becausehedoesnothaveEnglish.”

Theabovedefactopolicyseemstobewell-knownandacknowledgedwithintheinstitutionwhere
thestudywasconducted.Indeed,evenEFLteachers,whoareregardedinthisuniversityasimportant
agentstoa‘successfulimplementation’ofEMI,arefullyawarethatalthoughtheirroleistoensure
studentsareabletostudytheirmajorsinthemediumofEnglish,Arabicwasbeingusedintheday
todayteachingofsubjectsatuniversity.ThefollowingquotefromanEFLteacherisanexampleof
theirviews:“mostoftheteachingishappeninginArabicanyway;ArabteachersuseEnglishbooks,
buttheinstructionishappeninginArabic.”ThisalsoshedslightontheideathatEMImaynotbe
thoroughlyimplementedonapracticallevelbystudentsandteacherswhoseemtoresorttoArabic
tofacilitateteachingandlearningintheclassroomdespitetheofficialpolicy.Thisshowshowlocal
actorsareexercisingformsofpowerandvoicethroughtheenactmentofAMI.Indeed,EMImay
alsoconstituteforteachersandstudentsinthisstudyaformofresistancetomacrolevelpolicies
imposedwithoutnegotiation.ThisalsoraisesthequestionoftheeffectivenessofEMIinteaching
andlearning,notonlyatthisuniversity,butalsoatotherinstitutionswithinsimilarcontexts.These
findingsmayalsoprovidevaluableinformationonthepracticalityofusinganEnglishonlymedium
ofinstructionintheSTEMdisciplines.Moreover,basedontheaboveconflictbetweentheofficial
andthedefactolanguagepolicy, thestudyexploredhowparticipantsperceivedtherationalefor
adoptingEMIattheirinstitution.

EMI as a New Consumerist Trend
Agreatnumberofhighereducationinstitutionsarenowexplicitlyexpressingthedesiretointegrate
educationalobjectivestothedemandsofthelabourmarketandthedominantobjectiveledcurriculum
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modelisseenaspromotingcertainfundamentaltenetsofthecapitalistmarketeconomy(Rassekh
& Thomas, 2001; Ricento, 2006a; McKernan, 2008). Moreover, the English language and the
implementationofEMI inhighereducationhasbecomeakey instrument in thisprocess. In the
contextofglobalization,theincreasingneedforEnglishproficiencyseemscloselylinkedtoeconomic
development(Crystal,2003;CasaleandPosel,2011;Dearden,2014)butrarelypromoted,atleast
inhighereducationsettings,inrelationtolanguagedevelopment.

Interestingly,oneteachersimplyreferredtoEMIasanother“consumergoodfromtheWest”
while foranother teacher,EMIwasadopted“just to followcertainuniversities thatadopted this
westernmodel.”SimilarfindingswerereportedbyLouber(2016)wherebyEFLteacherparticipants
inSaudiArabiadepictedEMIasaprocessandaproductofconsumerismandasa“byproduct”
andconsumergoodfromtheWestexportedtotheArabworld.Thisseemstosuggestthat,forthe
participants,EnglishandEMIhavebecomeamanifestationofcertainwidersocio-economicprocesses.
Thisfindingisnotsurprisinggiventheprevalenceofconsumerisminworldwidewherebycertain
educationalmodelsarebecomingexportgoods(Lewin,2008)andbecauseagreatnumberofhigher
educationinstitutionshavenowembracedmarketingprinciplesandmechanismsasthepanaceafor
success(Molesworthetal.,2010;Natale&Doran,2011),particularlyintheGulfregionandSaudi
Arabia(LeHa&Barnawi,2015).IntheUAEforinstance,verysimilaraspectswerenotedbyTroudi
(2007,p.11)whoreportedhowteachersdescribedtheadoptionofEMIasa“marketingslogan.”

Inaddition,asdiscussedearlier,researchstronglysuggeststhatformanystudentsaroundthe
world,especiallywhenEnglishisnotspokenintheircommunities,EMIconstitutesanobstacleto
engagementwiththecurriculum.IntheKSA,officialshavejustifiedthislanguagepolicyasaway
forstudentstoacquirebasicknowledgeandskillsforthepurposeofbetteremploymentandsocio-
economicprosperity(Dearden2014;LeHa&Barnawi,2015;Barnawi&Al-Hawsawi,2017).Beyond
thisofficialjustification,thestudysoughttoshedsomelightontheviewsoftheparticipantswith
respecttotherationalebehindtheimplementationofEMI.Asaresult,thereasonsinvokedbythe
participantsseemtofallundertwointerrelatedcategoriesthatrelatetoissuesofaccessandstatus.

WhendiscussingthepossibleadvantagesordisadvantagesofadoptingEMIatuniversity,an
engineeringteacherexplainedthat“studentscanhaveaccesstomorejobsopportunities”whilethe
interviewedstudentsreferredtoEMIas“awayoffindingabetterjob.”Thisperceivedrationale
suggeststhatfortheseparticipants,andforofficialsalike,EMIisconsideredasawayforstudents
togainaccessto“aglobalacademicandbusinesscommunity”(Dearden,2014,p.16)and“feedthe
workforcewithskilled”individuals.

EMIisalsoperceivedbytheparticipantsasawaytogainaccesstoknowledgeingeneraland
scientificknowledgeinparticularasEnglishwasdescribedas“thelanguageofscientificresearch,
technologyandprogress.”Accordingtotheparticipatingteachers,EMIisawaytogivestudents
the“meanstoacquirescientificknowledge,tohaveaccesstoresearchpublicationsortofollowthe
advancements in sciences and technology.” Likewise, students employed a very similar rhetoric
andreferredtoEMIasawayto“todoresearchandtohaveaccesstoresearch.”Aphysicsteacher
explainedhowhemainlysawEnglishasatooltoacquireknowledge:“Itisafact;Imean,youhaveto
giveyourstudentsthemeanstounderstandscience[...]thelanguageissueisnotintrinsictoscientific
knowledge;it’sjustamatterofaccessingknowledge.”

Inaddition,intermsofthesyllabus,mostparticipants,includingteachersandstudentsexpressed
concernsaboutthebooksimportedfromtheUSortheUKarguingthattheywere“outofreach”in
termsofthe“Englishlevel”and“notsuitable”becausetheywere“initiallydesignedforEnglish-
speakingcountries.”Onstudentexpressedhisviewregardingwhathereferredtoasacontradiction;he
claimed:“itisbettertouseArabicintheclassroom,butthebooksareinEnglish;itisacontradiction.”
Inthesamevein,anotherstudentexplainedthat“itwouldbeOKtostudyEnglishasasubjectbuthave
Arabicbooksinourmajorsubject[i.e.STEMsubjects].Oneteacherwentfurtherandarguedthatit
wasaway“forwesternpublisherstomakemoneyintheKSA.”Anotherstudentexpressedtheview
thatthebooks“weretoothickandverycomplicated,that’swhyweneverfinishthewholebook.”
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Theabovequotesraiseanumberofissuesintermsofequalityandrights.Indeed,sincegood
proficiency in English may serve as means to acquire essential knowledge and skills in higher
education,likewise,certainstudentsmaydefactobedeniedtherightandopportunitytostudyintheir
mothertongue–Arabic–andhavetheiracademicorprofessionalaspirationsdisregardedbecauseof
poororinsufficientmasteryofaforeignlanguageimposedonthem.ThisissueisstressedbyBarnawi
whoarguesthatbecauseofEMIwhichheviewsasaneoliberalistpolicyandtheEnglishizationof
educationintheKSA,“SaudistudentsaredeniedaccesstoeducationandcriticalenquiryinArabic,
butatthesametimetheyareunabletopursuetheireducationinEnglish;hencetheybecomevictims
ofthecurrentpolicyandpractices”(2018,p.69).

Inadditiontoissuesof(denied)accesstoscientificknowledge,theparticipants’viewsonthe
rationaleforadoptingEMIrevealthatEnglishhasbecomeaformof“highstatusknowledge.”Although
thehegemonicandideologicalnatureofhigh-statusknowledgeisanissuethathasbeendiscussedin
theliterature(Apple,2004),thisdoesnotappeartobeamajorconcernfortheparticipantsandthe
datarevealedconflictingviewsregardingthehegemonicnatureofEMI.Forinstance,oneteacher
explainedthatEMIwasinplaceto“followtheUSandtheWest”andnottheresultofa“reasoned
choice”,implyingthatitwasideologicallydriven.OnestudentfearedthatEMIcouldcausestudents
to“forgettheirownlanguage.”Nonetheless,moststudents,onthecontrary,whenquestionedabout
thisissue,didnotseemtoshowanyconcernabouttheideologicalnatureofEMI.Theyreferredto
farmorepragmaticconcernssuchas“gettingagoodjob”,beingableto“haveaccesstoscientific
knowledge”oreven“learnaboutdifferentcultures”,“communicateoutsidetheKSA”and“usethe
internet.”

Interestingly, theterm“prestige”hasbeenrepeatedlyusedbytheparticipants torefer tothe
statusoftheEnglishlanguageandEnglishmediuminstitutions.Likewise,theterm“prestige”has
beenusedbyotherSaudiparticipantsinastudybyDearden(2014)todepictthestatusoftheEnglish
languageinSaudiArabia.Thispointraisesthequestionofaccesstothishigh-statusknowledgeasit
isalsointerestingtonotehowtheargumentofaccesstoknowledgecanalsoappearcontradictoryto
otherevidencefromtheparticipants’responses.Indeed,Englishhasalsobeenreferredtobyallthe
participantsasoneofthe“barriers”or“obstaclestoacademicsuccess.”Inthisregard,itisworth
noticingherethatoneEFLteacherparticipantstressedhowEMIcouldbeperceivedasdisempowering
forcertainstudentssayingthatthislanguagepolicycouldberesponsiblefor“preventingsomebody
frombeingaverygoodengineerjustbecausehedoesnothaveEnglish.”Likewise,twostudents
expressedconcernsabout this issue,arguingthat“mathsandphysicsareaboutnumbersandnot
language”andthatitwas“sadtobeforcedtolearninEnglishbecauseastudentcanbegoodin
scienceevenifheisnotgoodinEnglish.”SimilarcriticismwasvoicedbyMarsh(2006,p.30)who
contendsthatEMImaysometimesactas“abarriertolearning.”

It has also been argued that English language proficiency can affect students’ academic
achievementwhentheystudyinthemediumofEFL(Marsh,2006;Brock-Utne,2007;Al-Jarf,2008)
anditisnowgenerallyacceptedthatEMImaybethecauseof“socialsufferingsaswellasvarious
cognitive,pedagogicalandeducational”problemsforlearners(LeHa&Barnawi,2015,p.558).
Studentsandteachersalikereferredtothisproblem;forinstance,anumberofstudentsexplainedthat
“solvingproblemsinEnglishcanbedifficult(becausethey)havetodoadoubleeffortofunderstanding
Englishandunderstandingtheconcept.”Inthisstudy,thestudentparticipantscomplainedaboutthe
factthattheyhadtoresorttotranslationbecausetheycouldnotunderstandwhattheteacherswere
sayingintheclassiftheywerenotusingArabic.Forinstance,astudentexplained:“Ihavetomakea
doubleefforttofollowthelessoninEnglish;IhavetounderstandtheEnglishwordsandthecontent
ofthelesson,soit’shardsometimes.”Anotherstudentexplainedthat“inexams,youmightgetit
wrongjustbecauseyoudon’tunderstandtheEnglish”andthat“solvingproblemsismoredifficult
inEnglish.”OneteacheralsomentionedthatwhentheyonlyuseEnglish,theyoften“havetostop
totranslatebecausestudentscannotfollowsotheyaskustouseArabic.”Onestudentalsoexplicitly
referredtothisaspectandcriticisedthefactthathehadtolearnEnglishtobecomeanengineering:
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“whydoIhavetobegoodinEnglish?Iwanttobeanengineering,buttheEnglishismakingit
difficultforme.”

ThispointdirectlyrelatestoacommonnegativeoutcomeofEMIasreportedintheliterature.
Forinstance,forTroudi(2007,p.10),thisEMIcancausepracticalaswellaspedagogicalproblems,
particularlywithyounger learnerswho“finditdifficult tofocusonthedouble taskof learning”
conceptsinadditiontonewsymbolsandterminologyinaforeignlanguage.ThisiswhyEMIcan
oftenbe“directlylinkedtoeducationalexclusionandfailure”(Marsh,2006,p.30).

Ontheotherhand,anddespitetheabove,intheKSA,Englishis“recognisedasabasicskilland
thereisprestigeattachedtoEnglishability”(Dearden,2014,p.22).ArecentstudybyHabashand
Troudi(2015,p.58)inSaudiArabiaalsopointedtothe“persistentconvictionamonggovernment
officialsthatEnglishisnecessaryforaccesstosuccessandmodernityandtheperceptionsofstudents,
teachersandparentsnotdissimilartotheofficialview.”TheyalsoshowedthatArabic,according
totheparticipants,isbeingrelegatedtosecondclassstatus.Similarfindingswerealsoreportedby
Findlow(2006)whohighlightedhowEnglishhadgainedahigherstatusoverArabicintheUnited
ArabEmirates.

Finally, another idea that emerged from thedatacollectedamongst teachersand students is
thattheadoptionofEMIwasnotperceivedbytheparticipantsasresultingfromanysortofcritical
evaluation,orthatthislanguagepolicyhadbeenthoroughlystudiedandpreparedincooperation
withtheprincipaleducationstakeholders.Thisisalsowhy,asbrieflyaddressedearlier,theabsence
ofnegotiation,consultationandevaluationforadoptingEMIwasalsoperceivedasamajorreason
fortheadoptionofAMIasadefactopolicy.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Nonetheless,itseemsimportanttonotethattheparticipants’viewsdiscussedaboveseemtoreveal
certain contradictions. Indeed, as explained earlier, teachers and students seem to have similar
perspectivesonEMIandAMI,whichcanberegardedassomewhatsurprisinggiventhatstudiesin
othercontextssuchasMalaysiaandVietnamhaveshedlightonindividualdifferencesinteachers’
responsestotop-downEMIpolicies.Severalexplanationscanbesuggestedforthis.First,itisworth
bearinginmindthatthisstudywasconductedinamonolingual,monoethnicandmonoreligious
contextwhileotherstudiesinvestigatedmultilingual,multiethnicorevenmultireligiouscontexts
suchasMalaysia.Inthisstudy,teachersandstudentssharethesamelanguageandthesamereligion,
thatis,ArabicandIslam,whichexplainswhyEMIisregardedassomewhatartificial.Simplyput,it
isworthraisingthequestion:whywouldonestudyinanotherlanguage?

Also,withregardspedagogicalexplanations,thelanguagecompetenceofstudentsissuchthat
eventeacherswhobelieveinEMI,oftenappeartochangetheirmindaboutthispolicy.Thisisoften
duetothefactthatmaterialsusedinteachingandlearningintheGulfregion,suchascoursebooks,
aredesignedfornativespeakersofEnglishalthoughnosolidpedagogicalpreparationshavebeen
putinplacetoenablestudentstoachievethatlevel.Thisisaverypragmaticconcernforstudents
andteachers.ThesimilarityintheirviewsregardingEMIandAMIshouldnotbeseenasoutof
theordinary.Rather,itneedstobeexplainedwithinthecharacteristicofthecontext.Thelinguistic
preparationatsecondarylevelforstudentsisnotsufficienttohandleEMI.Thisispartlybecause
theEFLcurriculuminsecondaryschoolshasnotbeendesignedwithEMIinmindandEFLisonly
taughtasadiscreetsubject.This,later,constitutesamajorgapbetweenuniversityandsecondary
schoolandeventhepreparatoryyearmeanttobridgethisgapdoesnotseemtomeetthedemands
ofmoststudentsintermsoflinguisticcompetence.Therefore,thegapbetweenthecurrentlanguage
competenceofthestudentsandthelinguisticdemandofthetextbooksandthescientificdiscourse
is toowide,which, in turn, forces teachers to resort toArabicasasimplificationstrategyanda
pedagogicaltool,hencethewidespreaduseoftranslatedsummariesofmainideasorterminology
listsinArabic.Therefore,giventhatscientifictextbooksusedatuniversityaredesignedforavery
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differentaudience,itisverylikelythatstudentswillstudyasubjectwithouthavingdealtindepth
withspecialisedauthentictexts,whichcanseriouslyaffecttheiracademicachievement.

Therefore,inlightoftheabove,theideaofnegotiation–orabsenceof–seemscentraltotheissue
oflanguagepolicyasteachersappearedtoreject,intheirdailypractice,theimplementationofEMI
andresortedtousingArabicwiththeirstudents,henceusingtheArabiclanguageasadefactomedium
ofinstruction.Moreimportantly,participants’useofAMIcanbeseenasaformofempowerment
forstudentswhoseemedtobetakingcontroloftheirlearningbyusingtheirmothertongueinthe
classroomwhenpossible.Nonetheless,thisrevealsacertaingapbetweenpolicyandpracticeasall
participantswereawareoftheofficialguidelineswithrespecttoimplementingEMI,whichsuggests
thattheofficialpolicyoughttobenegotiated,oratleastdiscussedwithpolicy-makersandofficials.
Tothebestofourknowledge,tothisdate,therearenoplanstoexamineitsimplementationatthe
universitywherethestudywasconductedandalsoatthewidernationallevelintheKSA.

Duetothelimitedscopeandscaleofthisstudy,furtherstudiesmightshedlightonthisissue
byevaluatingtheresultsofthisswitchoflanguagepolicyinhighereducation.Indeed,proficiency
inEnglishisoftenpresumedwithlittleornoprovisionmadeforsupportinglanguagedevelopment.
Yearsofresearchevidenceshowshowconsequentlyformanystudentslivingincommunitieswhere
Englishisnotspokenoutsideofschool,EMIactsasabarriertoengagementwiththecurriculum
(Milligan,2016,Brock-Utneetal.,2010).BecauseofanoveralllowproficiencyinEnglishatthetime
ofstartinguniversitystudies,EMIbecomesabarriertoconducivelearningandoverallcompetence
inacademicdisciplines.Forexample,Alazemi (2017) reportedan increase in thepercentageof
withdrawalfromscientificsubjectsinamajornationaluniversityinKuwaitbecausestudentscould
notmeetthedemandsofEMI.Studentsareinfactbeingpunishedforlowproficientlyinaforeign
languageanddeniedaccesstoeducation.Inthissense,EMIcanbeseenasanoppressivepractice
which,becauseofthepressuresofmarket-drivenforces,positionsstudentsandteachersasliabilities
(Giroux,2017).

Itisimportanttobearinmindthattheparticipantswelcomedpositivelytheideaofadopting
AMIwhileacknowledgingtheimportanceofprovidingthestudentswithstrongEFLinstruction.
Arabichashaditsshareincontributingtoknowledgeanduntilnowsomeresearchisstillproduced
inArabic.Also,sinceintrinsicconnectionbetweenlanguageEnglishandscientificknowledgecannot
bearguedandbecauseAMIseemstobeadoptedinthisinstitutionasadefactopolicy,thisresearch
suggestsrethinkingorreshapingtheinstitutionallanguagepoliciesinplaceatuniversity.

Nonetheless,duetothesmall-scalenatureofthestudy,furtherresearchiscrucialinthisdomain
asthefindingsmaybesubstantiatedbythefactthatthedataneedtoberegardedasperceptionsof
“reality”andnotobjectivedescriptionsofwhathappensintheclassroom,especiallyduetothefact
thatnoclassroomobservationscouldbeconducted.Althoughwehavenoreasontodoubtthehonesty
ofourparticipants,theycannotbeconsideredasinfalliblewitnessestoacertainobjectivereality.
Thedata,therefore,oughttobetreatedassuchandmoreresearchbywayofclassroomobservations
orinvolvinglargersamplesmayprovidefurtherinsightsintothisphenomenon.

However,basedonourinterpretations,activepoliticalinvolvementseemstoberequiredinorder
toovercometheproblemsofresourcesandmaterialthatwereraisedbymanyparticipantsifArabic
istobeusedasamediumofinstruction.Thisstudyhasalsoraisedseriousquestionsconcerning
theactualtrendfollowedbymanyinstitutionsinSaudiArabiaandintheGulfasEMIappearsas
yetanothermodelforconsumerismineducationwhichdeniesthehumanfactor.Itseemstherefore
crucialforSaudihighereducationinstitutionstofindareasonablebalancebetweenmeetingtheneeds
oftheircommunitiesandfacingthechallengesofglobalisationandtheglobalstatusofEnglish,but
alsobetweeneducationandinstruction.Althoughtheglobaltrenddoesappeartobetowardsmore
EnglishandmoreEMIinhighereducation,asexplainedearlier,certaincountries,suchasIndonesia,
areresistingandreversingthetrendbycarefullyreconsideringallthematerial,social,educational
andhumanimplicationsofthislanguagepolicy.
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