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Abstract 
English has become the dominant lingua franca in higher education worldwide, shaping 
teaching, research, and academic collaboration. This article examines the opportunities and 
challenges associated with English-medium instruction (EMI) in universities where English is 
not the native language. Drawing on previous studies and a small-scale survey of international 
students, the paper highlights both the advantages, such as global accessibility, and the 
disadvantages, including linguistic inequality and cultural homogenization. The findings 
suggest that while English facilitates internationalization and academic mobility, institutions 
must implement supportive policies to ensure inclusivity and equity for non-native speakers. 
Keywords: English as a Lingua Franca (ELF); higher education; academic English; 
internationalization; multilingualism; linguistic inequality. 
 
Introduction 

The globalization of higher education has 

significantly increased the demand for a 

shared medium of academic 

communication. English has taken on this 

role as the global lingua franca, serving as 

the primary language for research 

publications, international conferences, and 

university instruction. According to Jenkins 

(2015), more than 80% of academic 

journals indexed in Scopus are published in 

English, demonstrating its global academic 

dominance. 

This linguistic trend has clear advantages: it 

enables knowledge circulation, enhances 

research collaboration, and creates 

international opportunities for students and 

faculty. However, it also raises concerns 

regarding equity and access. Non-native 

English speakers often face linguistic 

disadvantages, and the growing dominance 

of English threatens the visibility of local 

languages and academic traditions 

(Phillipson, 2009). 

This article investigates the role of English 

as a lingua franca in higher education, 

focusing on both opportunities and 

challenges. It draws on existing literature 

and presents data from a small survey of 

international students to highlight the lived 

experiences of learners navigating EMI 

environments. 

Literature Review 

The concept of English as a Lingua Franca 

(ELF) has been widely debated in 

sociolinguistics and applied linguistics. 

Jenkins (2007) emphasizes that ELF should 

not be considered “deficient” English but 

rather a flexible, adaptive variety shaped by 

multilingual speakers. Mauranen (2012) 

likewise argues that ELF reflects real-life 

communicative practices in academic and 

professional settings, not merely the 

imitation of native norms. 

English and Internationalization 

The internationalization of higher education 

has expanded the role of English as a 

teaching and research medium. Wächter 

and Maiworm (2014) report a significant rise 

in English-taught programs in Europe, with 

more than 6,000 courses offered in English 

across the continent. Such expansion is 

framed as a means to attract international 

students and enhance global 

competitiveness. 

Inequality and Linguistic Capital 

Ammon (2012) highlights the inequalities 

caused by linguistic hierarchies in 

academia. Native English speakers enjoy a 

structural advantage in publishing and 
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presenting at conferences. Non-native 

scholars often expend additional effort to 

meet linguistic standards, which may 

detract from the substance of their 

research. Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of 

“linguistic capital” is relevant here: English 

proficiency becomes a form of symbolic 

capital that determines academic success. 

Cultural and Linguistic Impact 

Phillipson (2009) warns of “linguistic 

imperialism,” where the global spread of 

English undermines the vitality of other 

languages. In higher education, this may 

manifest as the undervaluing of local 

academic traditions and the neglect of non-

English scholarly contributions. Seidlhofer 

(2011) also notes that the dominance of 

English risks marginalizing alternative 

knowledge systems. 

Collectively, the literature reveals a 

complex balance between opportunity and 

inequality, requiring nuanced institutional 

responses. 

Methodology 

This article uses a mixed-methods 

approach, combining secondary literature 

analysis with primary survey data. 

Participants: 30 international students 

enrolled at a European university that offers 

full English-medium instruction. Participants 

were from diverse regions, including Asia 

(40%), Africa (30%), and Europe (30%). 

Sampling: A purposive sampling method 

was used to target students with direct EMI 

experience. 

Instrument: An online questionnaire with 15 

items, including Likert-scale questions 

(quantitative) and open-ended prompts 

(qualitative). 

Focus Areas: 

1. Perceived advantages of English in 

higher education 

2. Challenges faced in academic and social 

contexts 

3. Attitudes toward local languages at the 

university 

Ethical Considerations: Participation was 

voluntary, and students provided informed 

consent. Responses were anonymized. 

Reliability and Validity: To ensure reliability, 

the questionnaire was piloted with three 

students and revised for clarity. Validity was 

strengthened through triangulation with 

existing literature. 

Data Analysis: Quantitative data were 

analyzed descriptively (percentages, 

frequencies), while qualitative responses 

were coded thematically. 

Results 

Opportunities: 

- Global Access: 83% of participants agreed 

that English gave them broader access to 

academic materials and international 

publications. 

- Mobility: 76% reported that English 

proficiency increased their chances of 

pursuing exchange programs and 

international internships. 

- Networking: 70% highlighted that English 

facilitated cross-cultural friendships and 

academic collaboration. 

Challenges: 

- Academic Strain: 60% of students found 

lectures and writing assignments in English 

cognitively demanding. 

- Cultural Distance: 47% felt that studying in 

English limited their exposure to the host 

country’s local literature and academic 

heritage. 

- Linguistic Anxiety: Several participants 

expressed discomfort speaking in class, 

worrying about their accents or grammatical 

errors. 

Attitudes toward Local Languages: 

- Only 20% of respondents believed the 

university valued the local language 

equally. 

- 65% expressed concern that the local 

language was losing importance in the 

academic sphere. 

- A few students (15%) suggested that 

bilingual models (English + local language) 

would be more inclusive. 
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Discussion 

The findings reflect the ambivalence 

identified in prior research. On one hand, 

English is a powerful enabler of academic 

internationalization. Students benefit from 

access to global knowledge and enhanced 

mobility, confirming Wächter and 

Maiworm’s (2014) observations about 

English’s role in competitiveness. 

On the other hand, significant challenges 

persist. The data illustrate what Ammon 

(2012) describes as “linguistic inequality,” 

whereby non-native English speakers 

experience cognitive and emotional strain. 

Feelings of inferiority or marginalization 

may negatively affect academic 

performance and self-confidence. 

The concerns about local languages also 

resonate with Phillipson’s (2009) critique of 

linguistic imperialism. Students observed 

that English-medium programs sometimes 

displace local linguistic and cultural 

resources, potentially creating an 

imbalance between global integration and 

local identity. 

Institutional Implications 

Universities should: 

1. Establish academic writing centers and 

language-support workshops. 

2. Adopt inclusive assessment practices, 

valuing content over minor linguistic errors. 

3. Encourage bilingual or multilingual 

models, where feasible, to preserve 

linguistic diversity. 

4. Recognize the legitimacy of ELF, moving 

away from rigid native-speaker norms 

(Jenkins, 2007). 

Theoretical Contribution 

This study adds to the growing literature 

that views ELF not merely as a linguistic 

phenomenon but as a sociopolitical issue in 

higher education. The findings suggest that 

universities should view language policy as 

central to academic equity and inclusivity. 

Conclusion 

English as a lingua franca has transformed 

higher education by providing students and 

scholars with unprecedented global 

opportunities. However, this transformation 

comes with linguistic, cultural, and equity-

related challenges. 

To maximize the benefits of 

internationalization without undermining 

local languages and traditions, higher 

education institutions must adopt balanced 

policies. These include language support 

services, recognition of non-English 

scholarship, and promotion of 

multilingualism alongside English-medium 

programs. 

Future research should expand the scope of 

this study by exploring faculty perspectives, 

conducting cross-regional comparisons, 

and employing longitudinal designs to 

examine how students’ attitudes and 

experiences evolve over time. 
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