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Abstract: With the availability of English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) courses, an increasing
number of international students have been joining Swedish universities. However, the language
use in Swedish EMI courses may display unique features; while many Swedish students have high
English language proficiency, code-switching between Swedish and English is reported as a common
practice by both lecturers and students, even when international students are present. Moreover,
the term “international students” is often used to include students of various statuses and linguistic
abilities, and the experiences and perspectives of short-term exchange students towards the language
use in Swedish EMI courses are rarely documented. The current study investigates the perspectives
of short-term exchange students from Japan enrolled in EMI courses at a university in Sweden.
Questionnaire and focus group interview confirmed previous studies regarding the language-use
practices in the classrooms. Moreover, the rate of speech, turn-taking, and background knowledge
were found to hinder the learning and participation of the exchange students. The findings suggest
the need to raise awareness of the language practices in Swedish EMI courses to students, lecturers,
and other universities in order to support the learning experience of short-term exchange students.

Keywords: English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI); English as a Medium of Education (EME);
study abroad; English as a Lingua Franca (ELF); multilingual classroom

1. Introduction

Before 2019, study abroad had been steadily increasing over the years and around
the world. According to the International Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), the number of international students in higher education worldwide
was 5.6 million in 2018, double the number for 2005 (OECD 2021). Sweden is not an
exception. In 2019, there were approximately 40,000 students studying abroad in Swedish
universities, a 3% increase from the year before (SCB 2020). Students coming from Japan
to Sweden, who are the target group of investigation for this study, were also on a steady
increase with 348 students in 2019, of which 277 were identified as exchange students (SCB
2020). Although currently a small group of students, an increase can be expected in the
number students from Japan in Sweden due to the increasing interest in studying abroad
and more universities in Japan making overseas study a requirement for a bachelor’s degree
(Take and Shoraku 2018).

The increase in the number of students studying abroad in Sweden could partly
be attributed to the internationalization efforts made by the universities to increase the
number of international lecturers and students (Government Offices of Sweden 2018).
Some of the motivation to internationalize universities stems from universities’ strategies in
increasing international visibility through university rankings and improving the education
and quality of learning at the university level (Government Offices of Sweden 2018). In
addition, attracting international students, especially from outside the EU/EEA system,
has economic benefits that cannot be ignored. According to the Swedish Higher Education
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Authority (2018), there have been yearly increases in tuition fee revenues paid by students
outside of the EU/EEA and Switzerland, totaling 687 million Swedish krona (SEK) in 2017.

One of the internationalization efforts that universities around the globe have under-
taken is to offer more English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) courses (Murata 2018). EMI
refers to “the use of English language to teach academic subjects other than English itself in
countries or jurisdictions where the first language of the majority of the population is not
English” (Macaro 2018, p. 19). Moreover, I use EMI to include not only lectures, but also
other classroom-related activities such as presentations and group discussions. In theory,
EMI courses provide not only contents of subjects, but also opportunities to improve the
students’ English language abilities (Galloway 2020).

EMI courses have existed in Sweden for over 20 years (Kuteeva 2018), and in recent
years, almost a third of lectures at Swedish universities are now conducted in English
(Forsberg 2018). These EMI courses bring more opportunities for students outside of
Sweden to join Swedish university programs, which aligns with internationalization plans
that many universities have presented and are implementing (Government Offices of
Sweden 2018).

However, studies of EMI courses in Swedish higher education have dismissed the
perspective of short-term exchange students, who study abroad for one year or less, and
their experience of this unique language-use environment. The term “international stu-
dents” is often used in the EMI literature, but it is used as an umbrella term to include
students of various statuses and linguistic abilities (e.g., Kuteeva et al. 2015). For instance,
short-term exchange students will have limited Swedish abilities and limited time to adapt
to the learning context compared to full-time degree students from abroad or non-Swedish
students who have been living in Sweden for several years. Moreover, Danish or Ger-
man speaking exchange students will have a relative ease of learning and understanding
Swedish compared to students from Asia (e.g., Kuteeva 2020). Combining students with
different linguistic and educational backgrounds into one umbrella term of “international
students” limits our understanding of the issues various groups face, especially short-term
exchange students with relatively low language proficiency in English and Swedish.

The study therefore aims to deepen our understanding of the linguistic experience of
short-term exchange students attending EMI courses at a university in Sweden, and con-
siders the ways in which programs can enhance the learning experience of these students.
In particular, the study focuses on exchange students from Japan, who are increasingly
interested in studying abroad in Scandinavia (SCB 2020). The study, therefore, poses the
following research questions:

1. What are the Japanese short-term exchange students’ attitudes towards the language
use in EMI courses at a Swedish university?

2. Are there language practices in the classroom that hinder the learning of the Japanese
short-term exchange students?

2. Literature Review
2.1. English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) in Sweden

As mentioned above, EMI courses are educational contexts in higher education where
English language is used to teach and learn academic subjects in countries where English
is not the first language (L1) of the community (Macaro 2018). In EMI courses, lectures,
student presentations, and peer interactions are conducted or encouraged to be conducted
in English. Course materials including reading assignments and lecture slides also are
often in English. The expectation that many students have towards EMI courses is that
they will be able to learn the content of a subject while improving their English language
proficiency (Rose and Galloway 2019).

EMI in Sweden, however, may display different features compared to other countries
due to its “parallel language use” (Nordic Council of Ministers 2007) policy in the class-
rooms. Parallel language use refers to the policy presented in the Declaration on a Nordic
Language Policy (Nordic Council of Ministers 2007, p. 13) developed by ministers for
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education and culture and other governmental representatives from the Nordic countries
(e.g., Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden). The policy states that both Nordic
languages and English should be used as languages of science, thus, the teaching of science
should be offered in both English and in Nordic languages. In other words, students and
lecturers in Nordic universities have the right to use the local Nordic language in the
classroom regardless of it being an EMI course. As a result, EMI studies in the Nordic
countries have frequently found code-switching between English and the local Nordic
language by teachers and students (e.g., Ljosland 2014 in Norway; Söderlundh 2013b, 2014
in Sweden; Mortensen 2014 in Denmark).

At universities in Sweden, Söderlundh (2014) argues that Swedish is often used as the
“default language” inside and outside of the EMI classroom, during group discussions and
questions to teachers in front of the class. Ethnographic studies of Swedish EMI courses
have also found teachers and students displaying preference towards Swedish in the EMI
courses (e.g., Airey 2011; Kuteeva 2014; Airey and Linder 2006), and using Swedish even
when “international students” were present (Söderlundh 2014). This is not to say that all
Swedish students’ English language proficiency is low. Swedish speakers are known to
have overall high English language proficiency (Education First 2020), and some Swedish
university students’ reading comprehension abilities are found to be even better than L1
English users (Shaw and McMillion 2008). Rather, some studies report that English is
often positioned as “the language of exchange students” by the Swedish students and
lecturers (e.g., Söderlundh 2013a, 2013b, 2014). What this means is that Swedish students
and lecturers do not see the need to speak English between Swedish speakers, and see
English as a tool for communicating between speakers who do not speak Swedish. In turn,
exchange students are “treated as English speaking students” (Söderlundh 2013b, p. 96)
regardless of their L1s and English language proficiency.

However, as it will be discussed below, it is too simplistic to categorize international
students as all the same “English speaking students”, as there exist differences among the
international students in terms of their English language proficiency that may cause friction
among them.

2.2. Student Challenges in EMI

Despite the positive outcomes and potentials of EMI courses (Galloway 2020), there
are challenges that students face in the classroom. These challenges are often regarding,
but not limited to, students’ language proficiency in English (e.g., Airey 2011; Airey and
Linder 2006; Wilkinson and Yasuda 2013; Tsuneyoshi 2005) and content knowledge (Pessoa
et al. 2014). For instance, Airey and his colleague found Swedish students being hesitant to
ask and answer questions in English in front of the class, and displaying difficulty taking
and reviewing notes when lectures were conducted in English (Airey 2011; Airey and
Linder 2006). Moreover, Pessoa et al. (2014) reported on students having difficulties with
reading comprehension not only due to a lack of vocabulary and reading stamina, but also
background knowledge.

Student challenges could also be attributed to the English language proficiency of the
lecturer and peers. Studies reported on students’ difficulties in understanding lecturers’
accents (Evans and Morrison 2011). There are also reports of lecturers providing less
content when switching to English due to their lack of English language fluency (Tatzl
2011), such as students commenting that “everything is a bit slower” (p. 259) and the
content is “reduced to 60–80% instead of 100%” (p. 259). However, the slower pace of
lectures and reduced content could also be the teacher’s intentional teaching strategy to
avoid non-understanding and support the less proficient students (Galloway et al. 2017;
Tatzl 2011).

International students who join EMI courses have their own challenges, such as the
lack of the local language and low English language proficiency of the lecturers and peers.
Code-switching to the local language is often reported in EMI courses (e.g., Galloway
et al. 2017), but this can lead to the dissatisfaction of international students. For instance,
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Galloway et al. (2017) report an anecdote of an international student withdrawing from
courses because the lecturer had low English language proficiency and spoke in the local
language too frequently.

2.3. Challenges of International Students in Swedish EMI

The challenges that international students face in EMI courses are, in general, similar
to what non-international students experience. However, international students who join
Swedish universities have additional issues of the parallel language policy and the frequent
use of the local language. EMI courses with parallel language use are not easy to navigate
for students with limited Swedish ability.

Söderlundh (2013a), in her study examining six EMI courses, exemplified a situation
where the lecturer responds to a student’s request to translate a word into Swedish, but
he continues talking in Swedish. When an exchange student coughs loudly to capture the
lecturer’s attention, the lecturer realizes that he needs to speak in English and switches
back to English. However, not all exchange students have the courage to take such action
in front of a class and to do “language-policing” (Amir and Musk 2013) of the lecturer. Not
all exchange students may even have the language proficiency to follow the dialogue and
know when and how to intervene.

Kuteeva (2020) investigated student attitudes towards English use in EMI courses
and code-switching practices at a Swedish university through interviews. Although this
was a small-scale study with only two local students and three international students, she
similarly found that code-switching between Swedish and English was a common practice
in student interactions. Moreover, she found that being able to speak Swedish granted the
international students access to different student groups, including the “elite” Swedish
student group, which was advantageous when completing group tasks. This finding
resonates with other studies that find students having high proficiency in English and
Swedish holds prestige in the university context (Hult 2012; Söderlundh 2013a). Söderlundh
(2013a) writes, “native knowledge of English, or almost native knowledge, appears as the
only truly, non-negotiable mobile linguistic resource at the international university” (p.
129). In other words, students who do not speak Swedish or English at a very high level
of proficiency will struggle to join mainstream student groups and perhaps struggle to
complete group tasks.

Kuteeva’s (2020) study also touched upon a case where an international student
shared her frustration towards another international student with lower English language
proficiency who did not complete the group task due to non-understanding or misunder-
standing. However, as Kuteeva (2020) admits, these international students with lower
English language proficiency were not included in the study.

This is true with other EMI studies in Sweden. Frequently, “international students” in
these EMI studies conducted in Sweden would often be multilingual students who speak
both Swedish and English or be L1 or highly proficient English speakers from the US,
India, or Germany (e.g., Kuteeva et al. 2015; Kuteeva 2020). The voices of international
students with relatively low Swedish and English language proficiency are rarely heard
in the EMI literature in Sweden. What are the attitudes and experiences of these students
with the Swedish EMI courses? With an increasing number of students from Asia and the
Middle East joining Swedish EMI programs, the perspectives of students with relatively
low English language proficiency are becoming increasingly important.

The current study therefore aims to shed light on these unheard voices of international
exchange students, who have relatively lower English and Swedish language proficiency,
and examine what their experiences and attitudes are towards the EMI courses in Sweden.

3. Methods

The data collection took place at a university in southern Sweden. At the time of
the data collection, the university had agreements with multiple Japanese universities,
and approximately 40 exchange students were coming from Japan every year. In order to
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identify the language use and attitudes of Japanese exchange students towards the EMI
courses at the university in Sweden, two methods were employed: student questionnaires
and a focus group interview with students.

3.1. Student Questionnaire

A questionnaire was created based on the findings of studies mentioned above (e.g.,
Airey 2011; Evans and Morrison 2011; Galloway et al. 2017; Hult 2012; Söderlundh 2013a)
to seek the perspectives of the Japanese students in terms of language use in the EMI
classrooms. For example, the questions focused on seeking whether students had difficulty
with the accents and code-switching by the lecturer and peers, as well as other difficulties
they had experienced in the EMI classroom in terms of language use. The questions also
aimed to highlight the needs the exchange students may have that may be particular to
this group. The questions included a 4-point Likert scale question, a question that allowed
multiple answers, and open-ended questions.

The questionnaire was distributed to the Japanese student groups through an online
form. A total of 25 students completed the questionnaire: 11 students studying during the
Spring term of 2019 and 14 students from the Fall term of 2019. No noticeable differences
were found between the two groups in terms of their backgrounds. Therefore, the answers
were combined. All participants were exchange students based on agreements between
universities. Their self-reported English language proficiency test scores were between
IELTS 5 and 6.5, with the mode being band score 6. At the time of the data collection, all
exchange students were taking face-to-face classroom courses. For a quantitative study,
25 responses is a relatively low sample size. However, considering the total number of
Japanese exchange students attending this university, I argue that the sample is a sufficient
representation of this target population.

3.2. Focus Group Interview

After the questionnaire, a focus group interview was conducted with four students to
gather in-depth experiences based on the responses from the questionnaire. Interviewees
were recruited through an online message board for Japanese exchange students at the
university, and the four students volunteered to participate in the interview. The researcher
did not know these students prior to the interview. The questions focused on their language
use in and outside the classroom, life on and off campus, and preparation before their study
abroad. The interview was semi-structured with set questions that were then followed up
with additional questions. The researcher had no contact with or knowledge of any of the
lecturers or courses the participants were taking. Therefore, the participants may have felt
more comfortable to share their honest perspectives on the EMI courses they were taking.

The interview lasted for approximately two hours. During the interview, I made sure
that all students were given equal opportunities to express their opinions. The interview
was transcribed and analyzed to seek connections to the findings from the questionnaire
results and to identify new themes, if any.

Both the questionnaire and interview were conducted in Japanese in order to secure
clarity. Therefore, the tables and quotes shown below are based on translations made by
the author. The translated questionnaire questions are presented in Appendix A, and the
translated interview questions can be found in Appendix B.

4. Results

The questionnaire and interview data were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively,
seeking patterns that arise from the data. I first begin by analyzing the findings from
the questionnaire, focusing on the closed questions while using the answers from the
open-ended questions to better understand the responses. I then moved on to analyze
the findings from the focus group interview in the two major areas of EMI courses: group
discussions and lectures.
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4.1. Questionnaire

Table 1 displays student responses on their attitudes of language use in Swedish
classrooms. The statements students were asked to respond to are displayed on the left side
of the table. Responses were on a four-point Likert scale as follows: 4—“strongly agree”;
3—“agree”; 2—“disagree”; 1—“strongly disagree”. The mean and standard deviation for
each selected question is shown in the table.

Table 1. Language use in the Swedish EMI classroom.

Selected Questions Mean SD

1 English is enough when communicating with lecturers 3.32 0.56

2 English is enough when communicating with non-Swedish students 3.20 0.71

3 I understand the English during lectures 3.00 0.58

4 My English improved after studying abroad to Sweden 2.92 0.76

5 English is enough when studying at a Swedish university 2.80 0.65

6 English is enough when communicating with Swedish students 2.76 0.83

7 My Swedish improved after studying abroad to Sweden 2.68 0.95

8 English used by the lecturers is sometimes strange 2.36 0.64

9 I need Swedish when communicating with students 2.96 0.64

10 I need Swedish when studying at a Swedish university 2.28 0.68

As it can be seen, overall, the Japanese exchange students view English as a universal
language in the university. Many students agree that English is enough when communi-
cating with lecturers and non-Swedish students, with a mean of 3.32 for Q1 and 3.2 for
Q2. Moreover, in general, the students do not see Swedish necessary when studying and
communicating with students (Q9–10). However, what is interesting is that not all students
agree that English is enough when studying at a Swedish university (Q5, mean 2.8). The
reason for this is perhaps found in Q6 (mean 2.76) where students do not necessarily see
that English is enough when communicating with Swedish students, thus implying the
need for Swedish when communicating with the Swedish students.

The majority of the students indicate that they understand English during the lecture
(Q3), with a mean of 3.0 points and a relatively low standard deviation of 0.58. Moreover,
there is a certain degree of agreement that the students believe their English improved
through the EMI courses and study abroad (Q4, mean 2.92). Therefore, just from Table 1, it
seems that, overall, the Japanese exchange students are engaged and learning through the
EMI courses at the Swedish university.

However, the question focusing on the language issues paints a different picture of
the experiences of these Japanese exchange students, and highlights the struggles the
students experienced in the EMI courses. Table 2 summarizes the multiple answer question
where students were asked which of the listed issues they had experienced during the EMI
courses. A total of 15 items were presented as options, which were based on the findings
from previous studies discussed in the literature review.
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Table 2. Language issues in Swedish EMI lectures.

Issues with EMI Lectures/Lecturers n %

1 Uses a lot of technical English words 14 56%

2 Speaks English too fast 13 52%

3 Writes too much on the power point (in English) 11 44%

4 Has a strong English accent 9 36%

5 Uses an unfamiliar English accent 7 28%

6 English grammar is sometimes incorrect 5 20%

7 Explanations are long 5 20%

8 Does not explain a lot 5 20%

9 Uses Swedish 3 12%

10 Does not translate after using Swedish 2 8%

11 Uses different English words from what I learned 2 8%

12 English word use is sometimes incorrect 2 8%

13 Uses Swedish for technical words 1 4%

14 Uses Swedish in power point slides 1 4%

15 No problem 1 4%

What can be found from Table 2 is that the majority of the issues the Japanese ex-
change students experienced in the EMI courses could be attributed to their lack of English
language proficiency. Overall, 56% of the respondents answered that they struggled with
technical English words used by the lecturer (Q1), and 52% answered that the lecturer
spoke too fast (Q2). One student commented that their lecturer had been teaching at a
university in the US, and “the lecturer’s English was very fast and it was very difficult
to catch what was being said” (S17). This corresponds with what Macaro (2018) calls
the “ostrich model” EMI course, where the instructor does not incorporate any language
support into the teaching.

This lack of English language proficiency could be related to the responses for Q3
as well. It was found that 44% of the students indicated that there was too much writing
on the PowerPoint slides, which caused issues for them during the EMI courses. Some
students commented, “The lecturer just read out the PowerPoint and I did not feel the
need to be in class” (S14) or “The teachers put as much information as possible into the
PowerPoint and I was bewildered” (S6). This practice could have been undertaken to
support the understanding of students in class, or even to support the lecturer with their
English. Nevertheless, many of the exchange students saw this practice as problematic.
One reason for the problem could be because of the difficulty of reading and listening at
the same time, which has a higher cognitive demand. Moreover, if the student cannot
understand a technical English word used in the PowerPoint, as indicated in Q1, this would
also slow down their reading speed and comprehension. This is similar to what Airey and
Linder (2006) reported with students expressing their difficulties listening to lectures and
taking notes at the same time in EMI lectures, which is also a high-cognitive-demand activity.

In the open-ended question that asked what kind of study abroad preparations the
participants were glad they did or they wished they had done, three students commented
they were glad they had studied the subject in Japan. Two students, in contrast, commented
that they wished they had studied technical words in their area of study in Swedish or
English before the study abroad program. In other words, when a new concept and a new
word were introduced at the same time, with a high rate of speech in the second language
(L2), the exchange students demonstrated issues with understanding and learning. Thus,
having some background knowledge to understand the concept or key terms in the L2
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would have reduced the cognitive load of the students, and supported the classroom
learning experience of the students.

Several students commented that they appreciated lecturers who were supportive
towards students with low English language proficiency, such as themselves. One student
commented, “All the teachers were very proficient in their English, and they were kind
enough to support students’ English language mistakes. They would say ‘ask me if you
don’t understand’, recommended essay editing websites, or didn’t force Japanese students
who are not willing to speak English to answer questions” (S6). The teaching practice
by this particular lecturer seems to follow the EMI model that sees language support as
necessary and incorporates it into the course instruction (Airey and Linder 2006).

Unlike previous studies (e.g., Söderlundh 2013a, 2014), the use of Swedish was not
raised as a substantial language issue in the EMI courses for the Japanese exchange students.
There were only a handful of cases where students reported on the use of Swedish by the
lecturer and teaching material as issues. However, as shown in Q9, Q13, and Q14, there
were a few reports of lecturers using Swedish in the EMI course (4–12%), and sometimes
not providing translations after using Swedish (Q10, 4%). One student commented, “In
classes where there were a lot of Swedish students, the teacher used Swedish words and it
made it difficult to understand” (S9). Another student commented, “I want all the Swedish
in the slides to be translated into English” (S8). This is interesting since in Kuteeva (2014),
she reports on a student complaining about having slides in English and the lecture in
Swedish, as this was confusing for the Swedish students. Here, we find the opposite
where the slides were partially in Swedish and the lecture was in English, and it was
confusing for the exchange students. Perhaps the use of Swedish in the slides was meant to
support the understanding of the Swedish students. Nevertheless, it caused issues with the
non-Swedish-speaking exchange students.

What was reported to be a bigger issue in terms of language use was the variety of
Englishes used in the classroom. In Q4, Q5, and Q6, we see that students (20–36%) had
issues with accents and the use of grammar of the lecturers. Some students commented in
the questionnaire that, “The teacher had a strong accent that it was difficult to understand”
(S9) or “The Swedish lectures did not have a strong accent and was easy to understand,
but lecturers from other countries had a strong accent and it was sometimes difficult to
understand” (S10). This is similar to the findings from Evans and Morrison (2011) where
students expressed trouble understanding the lecturer’s English because of the unfamiliar
accents. One student even commented, “People have different accents” (S7), as if the
student did not know this before coming to Sweden. From the questionnaire, it is difficult
to know what type of accent caused students to have difficulty understanding the lectures.
What can be said, however, is that some students were unfamiliar with the different variety
of accents used by the lectures.

In connection to teaching style, Q7 and Q8 present conflicting results where some
students feel the lecturer’s explanation is too long while others feel it is not enough. There
was not much more information that could be found regarding this point in the comments
and nothing conclusive could be said. However, reviewing what was reported above, there
seems to be a wide range of practices by lecturers in the EMI courses: (a) some lecturers
show more support and understanding towards EFL exchange students than others, (b)
some lecturers use non-inner circle accents and others do not, and (c) some lecturers use
Swedish and others do not. The responses from the questionnaire highlight the different
learning situations the exchange students are required to adapt to in a short given time
using their limited L2 English abilities.

What I had not anticipated that emerged from the questionnaire responses were the
challenges the exchange students faced during the group discussions. Previous research
on Swedish EMI courses also investigated the language use during group discussions, but
often emphasized the mutual intelligibility of the speakers (e.g., Björkman 2008). In the
open-ended questions where participants were asked to share any issues they had in class,
including lectures, group discussions, and assignments, seven out of the 25 respondents
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(28%) commented on struggles they had during group work or group discussions. All
seven of them indicated their surprise with the high English language proficiency of other
students, despite them also being L2 speakers, and their struggles of not being able to
contribute to the discussion despite wanting to. Student comments include: “The group
discussion went forward without me saying anything. It’s not that I don’t have an opinion
but I couldn’t say it. I felt inferior” (S15), and “It’s a challenge for me to keep up with the
discussion with Swedish and German students. Even though they are also L2 speakers
they speak almost as fluently as native speakers, and while I’m thinking what to say, the
topic moves on to the next point” (S21). Other comments were similar, where students
expressed their shock with the advanced level of English of the L2-speaking students in the
Swedish EMI courses and the large discrepancy from their English language proficiencies.

Another issue that emerged through the open-ended questions, which is not frequently
discussed in EMI research in Sweden, is the students’ struggles with the reading materials.
Although a minority, two students commented on the heavy reading load and their strug-
gles. One student commented, “I have lessons for this course everyday. But I have two or
more readings I have to do (everyday). It’s a challenge” (S23). This aligns with findings
from Pecorari et al. (2011) where the majority of the Swedish students taking EMI courses
in Sweden also expressed struggles with textbooks written in English. These students
expressed that it takes longer for them to read the English textbook than it would if it
were written in Swedish. Thus, reading academic texts in English is an issue even for high
English proficiency students in Sweden, and reading assignments need to be considered
carefully by the EMI lecturers.

4.2. Focus Group Interview

In order to gather deeper insights into the experiences of these Japanese exchange
students and to confirm the findings from the questionnaire, a focus group interview was
conducted. Interviewees included the following four students: Ami, Ben, Chika, and
Dai (all pseudonyms). Ami and Chika attended the same university in Japan, which was
known for its EMI-oriented program. Therefore, the two students had been exposed to
EMI courses before arriving in Sweden and had some confidence in their English language
ability. Ben, in contrast, majored in Sports education in Japan and had not taken any
English language courses at the university level before arriving in Sweden. He had low
English language proficiency and low self-confidence in terms of English language use. Dai
majored in English literature and had taken multiple English language proficiency courses
in Japan. Therefore, although not being exposed to EMI courses before coming to Sweden,
he had a moderate level of English language proficiency and confidence. The interviewees’
information is summarized below in Table 3.

Table 3. Interviewees.

Pseudonyms Length in Sweden Major in Japan/Type of Program

Ami 2nd term International liberal studies (EMI program)

Ben 2nd term Sports education (non-EMI program)

Chika 2nd term International liberal studies (EMI program)

Dai 1st term English literature (non-EMI program)

The aim of the focus group interview was to confirm the answers from the ques-
tionnaire and to seek a more detailed description of the students’ experiences in Sweden.
Therefore, the interview questions were not limited to questions about language use in the
classroom, but also included questions regarding communication outside the classroom.
However, for the purpose of this paper, I will focus on the responses related to classroom
language use during group discussions and lectures.
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4.2.1. Group Discussions

When I asked the interviewees about what they felt, in general, about EMI courses in
Sweden, the topic of group discussion came up immediately and throughout the whole
interview. Some of the themes that were raised repeatedly by multiple interviewees
regarding group discussions were their issues with: (a) the rate of speech, (b) turn-taking,
and (c) background knowledge.

Ami and Chika both attended a university in Japan that was EMI program oriented.
Therefore, they mentioned that EMI lectures in Sweden did not feel any different from the
courses they had taken in Japan. However, the rate of speech by their peers was much
faster than expected. Ami said, “They can say what they think in English directly. I have to
think first and then make it into English. So I can’t keep up with the conversation”.

This rate of speech seemed to have also affected the turn-taking during group discus-
sions. Even Ami and Chika, who had previous experience with group discussions, had
trouble with turn-taking. Ami said, “There was this Swedish student in my group who
was really into it, and we couldn’t even slip a word in. The person, like, said everything”.
Chika agreed and said, “I tried to say something, but when I paused, the person next to
me said everything (what I was going to say)”. Ami and Chika mentioned that the group
discussions they had participated in Japan were in English, but were at the pace of Japanese
L2 English speakers; thus, these did not fully prepare them for such fast-paced group
discussions.

Ben, who had little English language training before coming to Sweden, however,
found his own strategy to cope with this high rate of speech and fast pace of turn taking. He
mentioned that he would always prepare notes on what to say before class. Furthermore, he
mentioned that Ami and Chika would help him find the right moment to say his prepared
opinion during the group discussion. Ben said, “I had a cheat sheet”, and “(Ami and Chika
would tell me) Read this! Go!” Therefore, knowing the discussion questions and having
ample time to prepare allowed Ben to participate in the group discussion despite his low
language proficiency. What is interesting here is that, even if the students prepared for the
group discussions with opinions to share and had some experience in conducting group
discussions, they needed to know “when” and “how” to join a discussion at a fast speech
rate. In other words, the interviewees were displaying trouble with turn-taking during
multi-party talk, which has yet to be discussed as an academic skill that can be introduced
in the language classroom (e.g., Ryan and Forrest 2021; Wong and Waring 2010).

Another point that affected the interviewee’s participation seems to stem from differ-
ences in background knowledge. Ami said, “I didn’t feel excluded because of my English,
but I felt excluded because of my background knowledge”. She continued to explain that
most of the students in her class were from the EU, and thus, had plentiful knowledge
regarding EU politics and history. However, as someone who was educated in Asia, there
was a lot she did not know, and thus, she could not easily join the discussion. Dai also
mentioned that sometimes the conversation would move on to discuss differences in ed-
ucation systems, scholarships, health insurance, and gender equality between countries,
and that the topics were “difficult”. This could be due to the lack of exposure to various
topics through their English education in Japan (see Siegel 2014). However, Ami mentioned
that, although feeling excluded, she was able to share her knowledge about Japan. Dai also
mentioned that the more background knowledge he had, even if it was about Japan, the
more he could talk and contribute to the discussion. Therefore, similar to the findings from
the questionnaire, background knowledge seems to affect the engagement of the exchange
students in the discussion, as well as their mental state of being “included” in the group.

Swedish use during group discussions was not raised as a major issue, but the inter-
viewees reported that there was use of Swedish. Chika mentioned that, one time, everyone
in the group was Swedish besides her. They were initially speaking English, but “when it
got into more complex content and the discussion got heated up they went on speaking in
Swedish. But if I asked, they would translate everything into English for me”. Therefore,
Swedish existed in the EMI group discussions, but the interviewees did not see it as a
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critical issue. Rather, being “included” in the group or not seemed to be a more important
issue.

Ben mentioned that the Swedish students were “kind”, but he was not confident about
how they saw him as a group member when undertaking group work. Ben mentioned,
“I didn’t know what they thought of Japanese people. I felt I had to say something. Or
else they won’t know what I’m thinking or if I really understood what they were saying”.
Ami followed up and shared an episode; “I would ask what they just said, and they would
say ‘what?’ and that facial expression is scary and I would feel ‘I don’t want to talk any
more’”. Ben agreed with this statement. Although this incident may be due to individual or
cultural differences, it suggests the sensitive state the exchange students are in. That is, the
exchange students are lacking the background knowledge and language ability (English
and Swedish) to feel “included”, and small misunderstandings with peers could affect their
confidence and emotional state.

4.2.2. Lectures

With regard to lectures, all interviewees agreed that they understood the lectures (some
more than others) and the lecturers’ language was comprehensible. In terms of the use of
Swedish, Dai mentioned that his lecturer almost exclusively spoke in English, probably
because it was a course that many exchange students were taking. He also mentioned that
the lecturer would sometimes fall back on Swedish, but would translate it into English.
Ami and Ben also mentioned that in a course that was aimed at exchange students, the
teacher was trying very hard to speak in English all the time, even using Google translate
to find words in English. This aligns with studies that highlight lack of confidence and
English proficiency of EMI lecturers (e.g., Dang et al. 2021; Galloway et al. 2017; Kim et al.
2018). However, the interviewees did not see the use of the translation device as negative;
rather, took it as a positive action that the lecturer was doing their best to communicate in
English.

None of the interviewees mentioned issues regarding reading assignments or having
too much writing in the lecture slides. However, they appreciated having the lecture slides
uploaded to an online platform after the lectures. Ben, in particular, mentioned how he
would review the lecture using the uploaded slides and handouts and use them to complete
his writing assignments. What we see here is that language use, teaching, and learning
goes beyond the face-to-face lecture, and having materials available that students can refer
to outside the classroom supports the students’ learning process.

5. Discussion
5.1. Summary of Findings

The questionnaire and focus group interview helped address the questions related to
the Japanese exchange students’ attitudes (i.e., RQ1) and the issues (i.e., RQ2) regarding
language use in the Swedish EMI courses.

In terms of student attitudes, the findings indicate that the exchange students, overall,
understood the lectures and the lecturers’ use of English. However, they had negative
attitudes towards the overuse of technical words, fast rates of speech by lecturers and
classmates, and dense writing on the lecture slides. The advanced English language
proficiency of the Swedes and other European classmates and differences in background
knowledge in some subject areas were a surprise to many of the participants. Due to these
points, some felt “excluded” from the non-exchange student group, despite their efforts in
terms of studying hard and attempting to communicate their ideas to others.

The issues the students faced in the classroom regarding language practices were
connected with the negative attitudes raised above. The high rate of speech and the use
of technical words was the most commonly mentioned issue. However, the interview
result suggested that the issue is not necessarily the speed of comprehension, but the speed
required to jump into the conversation to take their turn or to keep their turn during group
discussions. Moreover, the issue with technical words was found to be connected to the
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lack of background knowledge and English language proficiency. Swedish use by lectures
and peers was reported, similar to previous studies; however, it was not as frequently
reported as in other studies. One reason for this could be because exchange students were
taking some courses that were exclusively for exchange students. Nevertheless, the few
who did report on Swedish use by the lecturer expressed issues with it.

5.2. Voices of the Japanese Exchange Students

Previous EMI studies in Sweden have displayed exchange students as being positioned
as “problematic” by other students due to their low English language proficiency (e.g.,
Kuteeva 2020). The findings from the current study confirmed this, and the overall low
language proficiency was found to hinder the exchange students’ performance in the
classroom and reduce their opportunities to become members of the university community
(Wenger 1998). Looking at the relatively low IELTS scores of the Japanese exchange
students (i.e., Band score 5–6.5), it is speculated that students with higher English language
proficiencies usually go to the L1-English-speaking countries such as the US, the UK, and
Australia for their exchange programs, and the relatively lower-proficiency students are
coming to Sweden because it is an EFL country. What the students and universities in
Japan are not aware of, before arriving, is the high English language proficiency of Swedes
and the high expectations of the Swedish EMI courses. Moreover, it was reported that, in
general, the Japanese education system is not preparing their students for EMI (Taguchi
and Naganuma 2006).

However, as seen from the answers from the questionnaire, the Japanese exchange
students have their own story. There are students who have EMI experience before arriving
in Sweden, and have trained themselves for lectures and group discussions in English.
There are students who, although trying their best, have limited English and academic
capacity in what they can achieve and are struggling to keep up with lectures, discussions,
and reading assignments. A student in the questionnaire summed up the situation of the
Japanese exchange students: “I took EMI courses in Japan. I did discussions only in English.
I read English articles and critically analyzed them. But after coming here, I can’t participate
in the discussion. I can’t keep up with the heavy reading load. I can’t understand what the
teacher is saying. This situation is really shocking for me” (S21).

The blame cannot be placed just on the Japanese exchange students for their low
performance. One student commented, “I didn’t have much experience with discussion,
and initially, I was worried and startled. But the lecturer instructed me step by step, and
I got used to it”. (S16). Therefore, as mentioned previously, there seems to be a range of
practices employed by the EMI lecturers: those who acknowledge the linguistic support
some students require and are able to provide it, and those who conduct EMI courses as if
they are teaching L1 English students and/or students with high academic competence.
Having EMI courses that employ the former approach, that is, with more linguistic support,
the Japanese exchange students could possibly participate more and perform better in the
EMI courses.

5.3. Systemic Issues of Study Abroad in Sweden

When considering how one can support exchange students to perform better in the
Swedish EMI courses, there seem to be two systemic issues that are beyond the individual
students’ efforts that need to be addressed. The first issue is related to the ways in which
Swedish universities are perceived by university administrators in Japan. Since Sweden
is an EFL context, the language proficiency threshold for students to join the exchange
program is apparently lower than going to L1-English-speaking countries. As a result,
students with relatively lower English language proficiencies are accepted into Swedish
universities, and they struggle to keep up with the advanced English language proficiency
of their peers. Although the exchange program brings valuable experience to the exchange
students in terms of being able to engage with students with higher levels of language
and academic performance, universities may want to reassess the threshold of the English
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language proficiency requirements of students to avoid any false understanding of the
expectations of the students. More awareness-raising of the Swedish learning context (i.e.,
highly proficient English speakers, European background knowledge) would benefit the
exchange students as well.

The second issue is related to the ways in which educators perceive “EMI”. There
are various models of EMI and what it entails in terms of teaching practices, including
language support (Galloway 2020). On one hand, the data illustrated that some lectures
take the “concurrent support system” (Galloway 2020) where language support is provided
in class, such as supporting group discussion skills, uploading materials online for review,
and being available for questions. On the other hand, the findings demonstrated the
“ostrich model” (Macaro 2018) being used, where there is no grading of language use by
the lecturer (and peers), and there is no language support. The data also showed that the
Japanese exchange students appreciated the former EMI model where language support
was provided by lectures. This is not to say that all lecturers need to become language
teachers, speak very slowly, and disregard the advanced level students who are capable
of following the course. Instead, it indicates that lectures need to be aware of the various
student backgrounds and proficiency levels, and if necessary, have a pre-requisite English
language proficiency level, provide some form of learning support (e.g., provide the lecture
slides before the lectures), and adjust their language as needed (e.g., avoid the overuse of
technical words). This finding is consistent with a recent meta-analysis of studies on EMI
educators in higher education where Dang et al. (2021) found most EMI educators did not
perceive it as being their role to support the development of the students’ English language
abilities. The authors suggest that there is a need to “provide clarity and adequate support
in negotiating the tensions from perceived roles and expectations of EMI educators” (p. 14).

The internationalization of universities brings together lecturers and students with
various backgrounds, and creates opportunities for a rich learning experience. However, it
also brings cases where a certain group of students cannot reach their full potential due
to language-related issues. By bringing more awareness to systemic issues, as mentioned
above, more exchange students could feel like and become members of the university
learning community (Wenger 1998).

5.4. Limitations of the Study

The study, however, has its limitations. In particular, the questionnaire questions
may have been unclear or phrased in a biased way. For example, a “strong accent” may
have been interpreted or experienced in different ways, and some participants may have
wished to choose an “unsure” option for the Likert scale question. Moreover, the phrasing
of the question “What issues have you had with the lecturers’ language use” presupposes
existing issues and may have been a leading question, although there is a “no problem”
option. Different phrasing of the questions may have led to slightly different outcomes of
the questionnaire.

6. Conclusions

The current study problematized the lack of representation of short-term exchange
students with limited English language ability in Swedish EMI literature, and brought to
light the perspectives and experiences of Japanese exchange students attending EMI courses
at a Swedish university. The questionnaire and focus group interview confirmed previous
studies regarding the classroom practices of using Swedish and students with lower English
language proficiency being excluded at times. More importantly, the study was able to
highlight the strategies and efforts being made by the Japanese exchange students in order
to contribute to the classroom discussions and complete the courses. Moreover, EMI course
lecturers’ teaching practices affected the confidence and self-reported performance of the
exchange students. Although this study was small in its scale and limited in scope, it was
able to exemplify research focusing on an under-represented group at the tertiary education
level and their language practices in the classroom. With the increasing number of students
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with various learning backgrounds and language abilities joining higher education in
Sweden, more investigations that have participants with a focused demographic can be
beneficial in understanding what is actually happening in the classrooms and how learning
can be maximized among the members of certain groups.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire Questions

Q1. Select the answer that best fits your views.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree
Strongly
Disagree

I understand the English during lectures
English is enough when studying at a Swedish
university
English is enough when living in Sweden
English is enough when communicating with
Swedish students
English is enough when communicating with
non-Swedish students
English is enough when communicating with
lecturers
English is enough when communicating with
administration personnel
My English improved after studying abroad to
Sweden
My Swedish improved after studying abroad to
Sweden
English used by the lecturers is sometimes strange
English used by students is sometimes strange
I need Swedish when studying at a Swedish
university
I need Swedish when living in Sweden
I need Swedish when communicating with students

Q2. What issues have you had with the lecturers’ language use (select all that apply).

Has a strong English accent
Uses an unfamiliar English accent
Speaking English too fast
Uses a lot of technical English words
Uses Swedish
Does not translate after using Swedish
Uses Swedish for technical words
English vocabulary is different from what I learned
English vocabulary is sometimes incorrect
English grammar is sometimes incorrect
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Uses Swedish in power points
Writes too much on the PowerPoint (in English)
Explanations are long
Does not explain a lot
No problems
Other (please specify)

Q3. What preparations did you do before studying abroad to Sweden that you found
useful?
Q4. What preparations do you wish you had done before studying abroad to Sweden?
Q5. Describe in detail what you noticed about the language use in the classroom (lectures,
discussions, etc.).

Appendix B. Core Interview Questions

• What are you studying in Japan?
• What kind of English classes did you take at your university in Japan?
• Why did you choose to come to a university in Sweden?
• What are you studying in Sweden? Which class are you taking?
• What are some issues you have in the classes?
• Do teachers/students use languages other than English? What would you do in that

case? Does it cause any issues?
• How did you prepare for study abroad?
• What advice would you give to other students coming from Japan?
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