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Abstract  

The use of English as a medium of instruction (EMI) in higher education is considered a vehicle in non-

English-speaking countries for the purpose of internationalization, enhancing students’ employability, and 

international competition. Many higher education institutions in Europe adapted their curriculum and started 

teaching in English, while enrolling international students from Erasmus programs and non-European 

countries. This study builds on an EMI course set within a Belgian university. Six students whose second 

language was English were interviewed to identify and explore their motivation, difficulties, and instructional 

support as it relates to their spoken interaction during the class. The findings revealed that (a) students’ 

motivation and willingness to communicate during English-as-a-second-language spoken interaction was 

related to their English language self-efficacy, the study topic, and the learning environment; (b) students’ 

spoken interaction seemed restricted due to difficulties including academic language use, understanding the 

academic content, and their attitudes toward the learning activity; and (c) instructional support, namely, 

social–emotional, cognitive, and language support, was perceived by students to boost their willingness to 

communicate and confidence to be involved in spoken interaction. 
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Introduction  

The internationalization of higher education has affected both policy making and educational practice. The 

use of English as a medium of instruction (EMI) for tertiary education has been widely adopted and 

implemented by non-English speaking countries in Europe and Asia for different driving reasons. For 

example, at governmental level, it is viewed as a strategy to enhance national competitiveness in innovation 
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and knowledge production (Hu, 2007). At an institutional level, it is adopted as a means for facilitating 

internationalization of higher education (Piller & Cho, 2013), enhancing employability of their graduates in 

the domestic and global markets (Pecorari et al., 2011) , and raising the prestige/ranking of universities 

(Wilkinson, 2013).  

Previous literature reflects benefits and challenges of these global EMI phenomena and related policies in 

higher education. However, less attention is paid to the nature of instructional support given to students when 

embracing EMI or other instructional languages.  

EMI research points at the critical nature of students’ language proficiency as the key factor limiting their 

interactions and learning in class. This limitation affects the study of disciplinary content. Due to inadequate 

English proficiency, English-as-a-second-language (L2) students have difficulties understanding the lecturers, 

participating in classroom interaction, using English to communicate about disciplinary content, leading to 

the need of more time for course completion (Airey, 2011; Hellekjær, 2010;Tsuneyoshi, 2005; Webb, 2002). 

Looking at key L2 language difficulties experienced by students and lecturers, Tatzl (2011) concluded that 

“spoken interaction,” followed by “writing,” is considered the most demanding language skill. Following the 

above, “spoken interaction” is defined by this study as students actively participating in classroom interaction 

and using English to communicate disciplinary content (Ferris & Tagg, 1996; Hellsten & Prescott, 2004; 

Rousell et al., 2017). 

Theoretical explanations have been put forward to explain the weaker learning performance resulting from 

being involved in EMI-settings; see, for example, a focus on cognitive load theory (Rousell et al., 2017). The 

present study does not focus on learning performance, but rather on factors influencing the challenge to speak 

in EMI settings. This leads to an exploration of the following factors: self-efficacy, motivation, willingness to 

communicate (WTC), and instructional support. The theoretical and empirical exploration of these factors 

leads to the implementation of this qualitative case study. 

Self-Efficacy and Motivation  

Self-efficacy is defined as ‘’beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to 

produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). Self-efficacy is crucial when students self-evaluate learning 

tasks and set their academic goals (Kim et al., 2015); high self-efficacy leads to a strong sense of competence, 

which can help cognitive process and academic performance (Vasile et al., 2011). Linking this to the EMI field, 

self-efficacy is also seen as a predictor of language learning outcomes (Kim, et al., 2015). Developing students’ 

self-efficacy is, according to Gist and Mitchell (1992), especially linked to the extent to which students 

experience positive feedback about their actions. There is hardly sufficient research available in the EMI-

research context, though Pajares and Johnson (1996) stressed that students’ writing improves in relation to 

substantial positive feedback on their performance. 

Motivation in L2 is defined as “referring to the extent to which the individual works or strives to learn the 

language because of a desire to do so and the satisfaction experienced in this activity” (Gardner, 1985, p. 10). 

Motivation is closely related to self-efficacy; students who have high self-efficacy tend to have high motivation 

for tasks and for producing better results (Rahman et al., 2010). Dörnyei (2003, p. 23) highlighted the need of 

focusing on instructor’s role in language classroom, and provided a framework of a motivational teaching 

practice consisting of four main dimensions: (a) creating the basic motivational conditions, (b) generating 

initial student motivation, (c) maintaining and protecting motivation, and (d) encouraging positive 

retrospective self-evaluation.  
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Building on self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), teachers can boost students’ motivation by 

addressing their basic psychological needs. Their need for autonomy could be boosted by giving students 

options, choice and a hand in task definition (see, e.g., Haerens et al., 2015). The need for belonging could be 

enhanced by fostering sharing, collaboration and developing a fruitful teacher–student interaction (Chen et 

al., 2015). The need for competence can be boosted by giving students sufficient feedback, opportunities to 

exercise and acting out (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004). Nevertheless, hardly sufficient literature is available as to 

studying this in an EMI setting. 

Previous studies show that self-efficacy and motivation—in interaction—influence academic performance 

(Jackson, 2002; Komarraju & Nadler, 2013; Shih & Alexander, 2000; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2005). High 

self-efficacy will increase motivation and motivation achievement (Woolfork, 2008). Ersanli’s (2015) findings 

verified the connection between students’ self-efficacy beliefs and language learning motivation. Wong (2005) 

found that students who have high writing self-efficacy beliefs are more motivated in earning a good grade 

and participating in L2 writing tasks. Rahman et al. (2010) found strong relationships between self-efficacy in 

English (L2) and achievement motivation in the subject taught in English. C. Wang et al. (2013) argued that it 

is crucial to enhance English language learners’ self-efficacy beliefs in classroom teaching approaches.  

Willingness to Communicate (WTC)  

McCroskey and Baer (1985) introduced the construct of WTC to explain individual differences in first-

language (L1) communication. It is conceptualized as the probability to engage in communication when given 

the choice. The WTC construct has also been used to investigate and analyze L2 learners’ engagement in 

communication (Kang 2005; Leger & Storch, 2009; Mehrgan, 2013; Zarrinabadi, 2014); WTC in L2 is defined 

as “language learners’ tendency to initiate discourse in a particular context with some individuals” (Mehrgan, 

2013, p. 172). WTC in L2 is found to display dual characteristics: the trait-like WTC and the situational WTC 

(Dörnyei, 2005); the trait-like view of WTC refers to personality-based predisposition such as self-perceived 

communication competence, whereas the situational view of WTC refers to the contextual-based 

predisposition such as the type of interlocutors (peers and/or lecturers;McCroskey & Baer, 1985; McCroskey 

& Richmond, 1991; Maclintyre et al., 1998). 

Kang (2005, p. 278) defined the importance of WTC for L2 learners as follows: (a) L2 learners with a high 

WTC are more likely to use L2 in authentic communication; (b) students can function as autonomous 

learners, making independent efforts to learn the language through communication; and (c) students can 

extend their learning opportunities, becoming involved in learning activities both inside and outside 

classrooms. Linking WTC to EMI contexts and spoken interaction in particular, Mehrgan (2013) stated that 

interaction, particularly students’ WTC in L2, plays an essential role in the development of language. “Spoken 

interaction” is as such key for L2 students, not only as a means of communicating disciplinary content but also 

an avenue to raise students’ self-efficacy in English.  

Zarrinabadi (2014) identified the factors affecting L2 WTC, such as choice of a topic, student’s perceptions, 

type of task, type of interlocutors, interlocutors’ interactions, and interaction patterns; these variables reflect 

both trait-like and situational views of WTC and have been found complementing each other. For example, 

Kang (2005) found that learners’ sense of security, excitement, and responsibility changes according to the 

topic, interlocutors, or the learning context. Leger and Storch (2009) found that learners’ self-confidence 

increases over time and as such their WTC in L2 in the classroom; their findings also highlighted the complex 

and dynamic nature of the interplay between self-confidence, anxiety and perception of the learning 

environment.  
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Instructional Support for L2 Students 

In an EMI context, it can be assumed that more interactions lead to better learning and language 

development. Hence, how to raise students’ self-efficacy, motivation and situational WTC in view of increased 

and improved spoken interaction in EMI settings? Such concern brings to the provision of instructional 

support for L2 students.  

Based on the relationship between self-efficacy, self-regulated learning and academic achievement in language 

learning, Kim et al. (2015) encouraged teachers to give appropriate feedback about student performance to 

boost their self-efficacy. Also, Mohd Khatib and Maarof (2015) stated the importance of raising L2 students’ 

self-efficacy; they stressed as support mechanisms, such as to give positive feedback and encouragement in 

oral communication, provide room for discussion, allow working in groups, and allow observing role models 

(peers/lecturers) that model task performance. 

Kang’s (2005) findings revealed that situational WTC in L2 emerged from the interaction between excitement, 

responsibility, and security. These are influenced by the aspects of the conversation settings, such as 

interlocutor, topic, and conversational context. Based on such findings, he tried invoking situational WTC by 

paying attention to the topic given to L2 learners and how this should be aligned with their interest, 

knowledge and experience about the topic. Also, he stressed to set up a safe environment to lessen learners’ 

fear/anxiety about making mistakes. Zarrinabadi’s (2014) findings reiterated the importance of teacher’s 

decisions about the choice of a topic, teacher’s waiting time and support experienced during speaking through 

short confirmatory phrases or smiling. He added very specific suggestions, such as a negotiation of the speech 

topics, giving students’ choices, focusing on student knowledge, being aware of the impact of error correction, 

allotting sufficient time prior to expecting answers to questions, and creating a supportive learning 

environment through verbal and non-verbal communication strategies on the part of the teacher.  

Research Questions 

This study was conducted to explore L2 students’ self-reported perceptions of actual spoken interaction and 

the difficulties as experienced by them in an academic context. Building on the theoretical and conceptual 

base, we center on the following questions:  

Research Question 1: What factors might influence students’ motivation and WTC during spoken 

interaction?  

Research Question 2: What difficulties might students experience when being involved in spoken 

interaction?  

Research Question 3: What kinds of instructional support (might) help boost student motivation and 

WTC during spoken interaction? 

Method 

This case-study was conducted in an EMI course within a Belgian university during the first semester of 

2017–2018; this university has long been using English as a teaching medium for a range of postgraduate 

programs and exchange programs. A case study, because it is an in-depth study of a particular situation, is 

beneficial when studying complex settings to look for underlying explanations and to find implications for 

future practices.  
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Course Description 

This course was taught in English while introducing students to key concepts and skills in view of setting up 

educational research. English at Level B2, standardized by the Common European Framework of Reference 

for Languages, was required upon enrolment for the EMI program/courses taught in English at this 

university. Ten students (nine L2 students and one L1 student) enrolled in this course with various 

disciplinary backgrounds including educational science, psychology, counselling, and linguistics.  

Four introductory lessons were organized as part of this course. These sessions were considered key to start 

off small group work that had to result in a group research report and an oral group presentation. The first 

lesson was focused on key concepts and methods of educational research; the second and third lessons were 

focused on modeling the student group assignment (the development of a review and a derived research 

model), and the final lesson was given as a feedback session to support students in completing the course 

assignment. The fact that final assessment would build on the quality of their group product (literature 

review, research model and oral presentation) was stated at the beginning of the first session. Student group 

composition was based on students’ personal choice. In order to motivate students’ involvement of spoken 

interaction, each group was encouraged to set up a study topic derived from members’ shared interest, and 

poster paper was prepared for each group to present ongoing work for further spoken interaction with the 

lecturer and other groups in each lesson. As to the final oral presentation, students were expected to submit a 

video recording of presenting group research report.  

Research Participants 

Six students (five females and one male) out of 10 gave their informed consent to participate in interviews; 

one was a postgraduate student doing a degree at this university and five were exchange students from the 

Erasmus program. All students had the first language different from English, such as Croatian, Czech, 

Mandarin Chinese, Italian, and Spanish. In terms of the English proficiency level, one student was at C1 level, 

and the other five were at B2 level. Only one student had prior experiences in attending EMI based classes, the 

other students never experienced English as an L2 in an academic context before enrolling in this course. All 

participant input was coded in this study according to nationality and gender as shown in Table 1.  

Table 1. Research Participants 

Participants Nationality Gender 

SpaF Spanish Female 

ItaF1 Italian Female 

ItaF2 Italian Female 

CezF Czech Female 

CroF Croatian Female 

TaiM Taiwanese Male 

  

Data Collection and Analysis 

One researcher, adopting the role of observer as participant, used multiple methods of data collection 

including: classroom observations with video-recording, and stimulated recall interviews with students. The 

other researcher, the course lecturer, contributed to giving feedbacks during data collection and analysis. The 

classroom observations with video-recording were conducted in each lesson to provide a holistic context for 

the researcher to take observations notes and reflect on the problems/issues related to students’ motivation 
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and WTC during spoken interaction. An interview guide for conducting semi-structured interviews with 

students was developed based on the video-recording content and observation notes. The interviews with 

individual students were conducted at the end of semester (December 11–14, 2017) to explore and reveal their 

self-reported perceptions of motivation, WTC and constructive instructional support during spoken 

interaction. The interviews were conducted in one researcher’s office, and each interview was undertaken for 

about an hour. The interview guide includes three main sections: The first section is about students’ 

motivation and WTC during spoken interaction; the second section is about the difficulties experienced by 

students during spoken interaction as filmed in the videos; the final section is about the instructional support 

which would help boosting student motivation and WTC during spoken interaction. During the interviews, 

when it came to the second section about the difficulties experienced by students during spoken interaction, 

the researcher also played back the video clips, edited for each student, and asked the student to recall and 

describe her/his thoughts at specific moments during that learning task (Chamot, 2005).  

All the interviews were transcribed verbatim to develop a holistic and rich data set. The data were analyzed by 

following three steps: data reduction, data display, and verification; data reduction was made to produce a 

data set for each research question; data display was provided to compare and search the main themes 

emerging from the data, and verification was adopted to verify and conclude the research findings. 

Triangulation between different data sources (interviews with six L2 students) and different interpretation 

(discussion between researchers) was adopted during the analysis process to ensure the reliability and validity 

of research findings. The recordings made for classroom observations and interviews will be stored as digital 

files for 5 years and will be deleted afterwards to ensure confidentiality. 

Findings 

The findings presented below are drawn from the interviews conducted with six L2 students in relation to the 

three main themes of this research: motivation and WTC, difficulties, and instructional support; each will be 

discussed respectively.  

Motivation and WTC 

Whether or not students are motivated or willing to communicate by using L2 for spoken interaction is often 

associated with three factors, including students’ self-efficacy, study topic, and learning environment.  

Students’ self-efficacy 

Most students tended to refrain themselves from asking or answering questions autonomously during the 

lesson; the motivation to ‘’speak up and interact” was inhibited by lack of self-efficacy in both language and 

knowledge. Hence, what they did was to passively answer a question when it was needed.  

I am more shy than rest of us, and even more in English, because I don’t feel secure of speaking… I am 

so afraid to say something bad, to pronounce bad, I think that people in my class speak better English 

than me… so they could laugh at me, I don’t know[with laughing]. In all the classes in English, I tried 

to speak the least. (SpaF) 

I am not actively speaking out in English with others, especially for this course, because I think I am 

not really used to using English to communicate with others or even express myself… if I want to 

speak out something in English, I need to translate my thought into English and then speak out, but it 

is not easy to me, so that will reduce my probability to speak out in English or even in this course… I 

mean somebody will judge whether or not I can speak something well or if I can speak English well, so 

that’s why I seldom speak out something in English. (TaiM) 
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It’s because I don’t usually make questions in the course… or I think that I might say something 

stupid, I usually don’t say anything… yeah and also more secure maybe… I mean there was less 

chance to say something stupid. (CroF) 

Study topic 

The study content, whether or not students were interested in or had prior knowledge about, did affect 

students’ motivation to some extent, especially in terms of their engagement in interaction with 

lecturer/peers.  

I guess it’s a starting point, because I mean, we chose a topic and we agreed on and we were willing to 

talk about it, maybe it become easier. Usually I interact more in the subject that I am interested in. 

For example, when I was in high school, I never interacted in math or physics…unless when it was 

necessary. (CroF) 

I like the first lesson, it was nice, kind of critical thinking and we were discussing, I like this kind of 

lesson, but after it was just about the assignment. If you don’t like the assignment, you don’t like the 

lesson… and I think I didn’t really understand assignment, so it was all mixed up… I think the topic 

was the best thing in this assignment, and I think it was because it was connected with me and with 

my experience, because I am doing this well. (CezF)  

Learning environment 

The learning environment, whether or not the lecturer or class members were friendly to talk to, also 

appeared being a factor in relation to student’s motivation of speaking up and/or willingness to communicate.  

I have to feel comfortable with the person, and it’s more like internal problems… and also I am 

influenced by the surrounding, environment, if I don’t feel comfortable with my colleagues. (CroF) 

I think in the class, if the professor can immediately give us some feedbacks, especially for positive 

feedbacks, I think it will help us have more willingness to speak out with him, or even to express our 

opinions in the class. (TaiM) 

I think they [groups members] speak much better English than me… but they are also like nice and 

friendly and close to me, so not being very secure about myself, but I can speak English. If I am not 

secure, I don’t even talk. (SpaF) 

However, some students were autonomously involved in asking and answering questions when there was a 

need to share and clarify what they had learned during the class.  

I am kind of person when I have an idea, I want to share it, and I want to have feedback also from the 

professor, because I think that I have to take my chances here to learn more things possible. And so 

when I think of something, when I believe in something, I kind of feel the need to tell… but yeah here 

it’s more difficult, because we are in another language… (ItaF1) 

I felt like I have to answer, but not because he [lecturer] was looking at me or because he was 

expecting answers… or maybe I have some doubts about what the professor is saying, yeah, I want to 

gain more knowledge about the topic we are talking about. But it happens more when I am in the 

class… yeah I prefer to being more interactive, I know I don’t have to waste time. (ItaF2) 
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Difficulties 

The main learning activities of this course built on students working as a pair/group and present their work 

progress during the feedback session in class; the students constantly needed to use L2 for spoken interaction 

with the lecturer and peers. The difficulties experienced by students during spoken interaction were found to 

be the use of academic language, understanding of disciplinary content, and attitudes toward learning activity. 

Use of academic language 

Most students were very self-conscious when using L2 to communicate with the lecturer or speak up in the 

class. The anxiety and/or lack of confidence in L2 was not only due to lack of phrases/words but also related 

to their personally-imposed requirement to speak good and formal academic language.  

I am familiar with the topic, but in Spanish not in English, because I studied it in Spanish.. so 

although I know what I am talking about, I feel like in English it’s not the same… it’s like I know what 

I mean, but I don’t know some terms, how to express…(SpaF) 

It’s mainly language… I think in my mind I also had the answer and I wanted to show this to the 

professor, but this answer was in Chinese. So when I wanted to tell this in English, I mean I wanted to 

translate into English, it’s a little bit difficult to me. Because I needed to immediately respond 

something to him, but actually meanwhile I also needed to translate, right now, immediately, so it’s 

really hard. (TaiM) 

I think because I couldn’t find the word fast… it’s the way like that, if I had to just write it, it would be 

different, but if I have to speak in a quick way and answer it in a quick way, I have to think about it… I 

don’t know it was because the fact that I was talking to a professor, and maybe also that I knew I had 

to choose the right and maybe more formal words, I don’t know if it could be also for that reason, 

yeah, it’s often because I can’t find the right words. (ItaF1) 

I am able to write in a formal way, but when I speak, I feel really informal. Speaking is not really a 

problem… reading sometimes when it’s about scientific articles and there are words and expressions 

very uncommon. If I have to read and explain after reading, and that’s difficult for me, when it’s about 

those expressions. (ItaF2) 

Understanding of disciplinary content 

In general, the students felt not comfortable speaking up in public, especially when they didn’t feel familiar 

with the context of learning. Hence, lack of contextual knowledge would lead to unwillingness in speaking up 

in the class, and further impede the learning and understanding of disciplinary content.  

Sometimes, I have the feeling that he [the lecturer]didn’t understand… that some theories or 

backgrounds that we didn’t have, I think that sometimes he could have asked us what we knew or did 

not know… (ItaF1) 

I feel like I have questions, I mean I don’t understand anything… I stay confused instead of asking a 

question. But I think the assignment was very difficult for us, and that’s why we are still confused… I 

didn’t find like the moment to ask the questions, because I even didn’t know what to question him 

[lecturer]. (SpaF)  

It’s just that I was kind of confused, then I didn’t really know what to ask, and… confused about the 

requests, maybe, and there were very few lessons. I feel actually I am stupid for talking about things 

that I don’t get, because it sounds like I would ask a stupid question, and I think it had to do with the 
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fact that I never did statistics, and it was pretty difficult for me to get that mentally with the numbers 

and the scientific fact and everything. (CroF) 

I think I didn’t really talk that much. The first class [a different course] I did, but in this I didn’t, 

because I think I didn’t really understand what he wants from us, from me, I was confused. I have 

never heard about what the moderator, mediator and other variables before, so I was so polite but in a 

negative way. (CezF) 

Attitudes toward learning activity 

The learning activity such as oral presentation and writing assignment, if the goal or function was not well 

informed or communicated to students, would also create anxiety among students as well as a barrier for their 

involvement of learning and interaction between the peers. 

I was a bit nervous at that time [first presentation], yeah it was more like a formal presentation, and 

was not just speaking, dialoguing and discussion. But yeah I felt it was more formal context… I 

wanted to express my ideas, but at the same time I was very critical about the way I explained them… 

when I have to do this kind of presentation, this kind of formal discussion, I want to have my time 

before, to prepare it and improve it, because otherwise I feel that I am not prepared enough. (ItaF1)  

I didn’t understand why, what’s the purpose, there wasn’t written [on syllabus], always something 

new. I didn’t want to do anything that I don’t understand why, I think that was the main problem that 

he [lecturer] didn’t explain why we are doing this.… I mean I don’t care about this assignment, I don’t 

like it at all, so then I kind of giving up, almost everything what she [pair member] wanted, I agreed, 

not because it was just that good… I just wanted to finish… mainly what we have done was all her 

efforts. (CezF) 

Instructional Support 

The instructional support reflected and considered by students to be important and helpful in using L2 for 

spoken interaction included both social–emotional and cognitive supports provided by a lecturer. Some 

students also expected support could be given on language use.  

Social–emotional support 

The supportive and friendly attitudes shown by a lecturer would make students feel more comfortable and 

willing to communicate in a natural conversation.  

They are different ways to correct somebody, maybe you can repeat the sentence they say before 

correctly, but not that you use it wrong… so that you could still speak with him [lecturer] without 

getting like more uncomfortable. (SpaF)  

And maybe like some emotional support, he knows it’s hard but we can do it, and everyone will get it, 

and then the purpose of why we are doing this, it’s because of him or because of us, or what? Yeah, I 

miss that a lot. (CezF) 

I think I take more advantages when the lesson is more interactive and sometimes there are breaks, 

and there are funny moments, and moment to relieve... it’s less stressed. (ItaF2) 

Giving “waiting time” and pause when asking or answering a question from/to students would help them feel 

more easy and less stressed to speak up.  
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I know what to say, and I am like translating in my head and then I need to have the courage to talk… 

or thinking about how to say and not have any mistakes, because it’s very difficult to me, and when I 

am going to talk, somebody else did…(SpaF) 

Because the theoretical framework is not easy content to express or even to explain, you need to put 

more efforts to how I can translate it, so that’s why I think I could not immediately reply to his 

question. But if the professor can give me more time, to let me express what I want to say, I think that 

will be perfect. (TaiM) 

Maybe make pauses, because I usually don’t raise hands, it is just like interrupting people, yeah 

maybe pauses will help me to… maybe interrupt what he said and add something that maybe he got 

from what I meant… sometimes, I don’t use words in a right context, so I have to explain what I mean. 

(CroF) 

The use of L1 for students who had lower self-efficacy in English would also help them engage in the 

group/peer discussion and feel more comfortable with the learning context.  

I am not afraid of speaking English with you [researcher] or even with other peers… and maybe one 

factor to influence my speaking is because you are Taiwanese, so I think I can express something in 

the way that you will know, so I think it’s really more comfortable to me. (TaiM) 

But T [group member] is Italian and she knows Spanish… she speaks perfectly Spanish, so when 

sometimes we are, the three of us, and I am trying to explain something, I don’t know how to say, I 

ask her how to say but in Spanish. I tried to speak English, but when I am like I don’t know how to 

say, I speak with her [T] in Spanish. (SpaF) 

Cognitive support 

Having a prior understanding of students’ knowledge and experience related to the disciplinary context 

and/or assignment work would diminish the risk of losing students’ motivation and confidence in engaging in 

learning activities. 

I think at the first step, it’s more important to ask about the background, and the other one is just the 

consequence, I mean related to what your backgrounds are and asking you to do something and learn 

something more… because we are not the same levels, we come from different countries and everyone 

has followed different educational paths, and we don’t come from the same faculty. (ItaF2) 

Maybe if he [lecturer] could explain it better, more from the beginning… there was one day when he 

was speaking what was the work about, and the second day we were supposed to know what we had to 

do and start looking for pages and programs and maybe we needed more explanations to know what 

to do. (SpaF) 

…reading the tables was kind of hard time for me… and it kind of came out of blue, because I know 

maybe psychology people did it, but I am in educational science and I have never done statistic 

course. (CroF)  

I don’t know exactly why [not feeling like to speak up], maybe it was connected with our assignments 

kind of, because I find it really difficult… and he [lecturer] didn’t really ask us, if we have done this 

before or if we have some experience with this. I kind of feel that he just thought we are scientific 

workers and yeah… but it’s not true. (CezF) 
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Sometimes certain things for him [lecturer] were obvious, but they weren’t for us… he explained 

clearly, but there were other things that maybe he thought we knew, but in fact, we hadless that 

background. I had never done academic research or articles, I was really interested in this, it would be 

useful for my thesis, but it has been sometimes a difficult learning process… because you learn by 

doing, and it’s good, but if the professor can help also at the beginning, it’s easier and quicker. (ItaF1) 

Regarding the presentation, in which students were usually expected to perform speaking in a structured and 

systematic way, a clear guideline or preparation procedure could be given to students beforehand as well as 

assuring students not afraid of making mistakes. Following up the presentation, the lecturer could give some 

constructive feedbacks for students to reflect and review their work.  

At that time [presentation shown in the video clip] I think I am not really sure about what’s the 

content the professor wants… because at that time I think maybe I only need to do is that … proposing 

the model and explaining the variables and that’s all. But I don’t know or….yeah maybe I need to give 

more definition or even the relationship between these variables. So that’s why I am nervous at that 

time and even I don’t know what I want to express, that’s why…(TaiM) 

I think it would be useful to know what we have to do…like we are clear that we have to choose an 

argument we like, and then we have to do these 3 points, and just develop the other stuff… previously 

because he[lecturer] always said “you choose you choose,” so if I have to do choices for ever points, I 

am getting confused, and I don’t know what to do. (CroF) 

Maybe like “support me” before/during[presentation], and ‘’appreciation’’ after [presentation] 

…Before [presentation] just saying something like “don’t worry if it’s wrong… we will solve it or…” 

After he could have said something like “I really appreciate this, it was good”… of course he [lecturer] 

can say what we can improve, but at first he should say what was good. Because otherwise you feel 

like everything is wrong, I am not good enough and so on, and it’s wrong. (CezF) 

Before [the presentation] is to be clear about what the students have to do, like you have to give this 

this and this, and also give amount of time, like precise information, so that the students can organize 

and understand what they have to do. And during the presentation, well certainly you have to be 

interested in what the students are saying, the students have to feel that the professor wants to help 

them, and not to like waiting for your mistakes… like 2 days ago, we had presentation, and right after 

we finished, the professor gave us a feedback, like a quick feedback. I appreciate this, but I want more 

clarification than this, so you are not anxious about the evaluation and you can feel if you have done 

well, so yeah at the end of presentation, feedback and questions, maybe just to have a dialogue and 

discussion. (ItaF1) 

Discussions within group would be less intimidated to students and give them more opportunities to speak up 

and communicate. More discussions within the pair/group, either between the peers or lecturer joining in the 

pair/group, could also help students to clarify and construct the knowledge as well as develop confidence in 

spoken interaction, especially speaking in public.  

I think it would be good to have discussions with the professor alone, like not the professor to the 

class but the professor to the person or the group, like face to face, because I think you feel more 

comfortable to ask questions. (ItaF1) 
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If I am with close friends… like with [group members], I think I always try to explain, it’s difficult but 

I try. In the class no…(SpaF) 

If I have to do some work, and I know I have to do a presentation in public, and I prepare it and I am 

sure about what I am saying, it’s much more easier… if he [lecturer] comes and sees what we did, 

because if we go front, in front, it seems too much like a presentation, like sometimes you should have 

prepared for it, and it becomes awkward for you to be there. (CroF) 

I like to talk with people, like discussion, and I don’t like presentation. I mean just me speaking, I 

don’t like it, I need interaction. (CezF) 

If he [lecturer] can give us more opportunity to organize… like maybe we can do some good discussion 

and then he doesn’t force everyone, need to speak out in front of the pubic… [also] if it’s one by one 

situation, I think I can speak something well with him [lecturer], but if I need to speak out something 

in front of the pubic, it’s not that comfortable. (TaiM) 

Language support 

Some students, particularly those who were not confident in their English proficiency, also expected support 

in relation to language use; the feedback given to the use of academic words and actual spoken interaction 

were considered by students to be important and helpful.  

Actually it’s (English) my third language. I don’t think it’s difficult to interact in English, because I 

always did it…but maybe we had some troubles of finding academic words to say, because we don’t 

speak academic English… so that thing is the most difficult part, and for the other course also, 

because we have to write an academic paper, and we don’t have the proper language to do it… I think 

that’s difficult in any language, because you have to use the specific words which have specific 

meanings, so you can actually say what you mean, and I think that’s difficult and challenging. (CroF) 

[After the presentation] and then he also can give us some feedbacks regarding our English capacity. I 

mean maybe he can teach us about “how can you say is better…. what’s the expression you can use is 

better”… yeah like the technical words. Maybe what’s the appropriate, I mean the suitable vocabulary 

or what’s the sentence you can use to express what you want to say. (TaiM)  

He [lecturer] did once when he asked us the meaning of the word, and I answered, and he said “I 

know what you mean, but in English it’s not the right word”… I think it’s good when you have to use 

the precise words for subjects, yeah I think it would have a big impact, it makes you realize maybe you 

are not using the right words and there are more words to be used. (ItaF2) 

Discussion and Implications 

This study focused on exploring the self-reported perceptions of six L2 students during spoken interaction in 

an EMI course in regard to their motivation and WTC, difficulties, and instructional support. The main 

findings and implications are discussed below. 

First, the results of this study showed that students’ motivation and WTC for using L2 during spoken 

interaction seems related to their self-efficacy in English, study topic, and learning environment. Students’ 

low self-efficacy, lack of knowledge or interest in study topic, and feelings of uneasiness with learning 

environment would often lead to an anxiety or lack of confidence in spoken interaction, and as a result, lack of 

motivation and WTC. Such findings implicate that attention need to be given for building up students’ self-

efficacy and/or confidence in language, while taking into account students’ prior knowledge and experience 
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related to the disciplinary content in an EMI context. Previous studies already showed the impact of 

enhancing English language learners’ self-efficacy beliefs and other factors affecting learners’ motivation such 

as the need for autonomy, competence and belonging (Chen et al., 2015; Haerens et al., 2015; Vansteenkiste et 

al., 2004), and their WTC such as choice of a topic, interlocutors’ interaction, and interaction patterns 

(Rahman et al. 2010; Wong et al., 2005; Zarrinabadi, 2014). Such findings also support the complex and 

dynamic nature of the interplay between self-confidence, anxiety and perception of the learning environment 

as highlighted by Leger and Storch (2009). 

Our findings also revealed that students using L2 during spoken interaction felt restricted because of 

difficulties in relation to academic language use, their understanding of the disciplinary content, and their 

attitudes toward the learning activity. Particularly, the lack of contextual knowledge in relation to the 

disciplinary content often led to unwillingness in speaking up in the class. Based on the cognitive load theory 

(Rousell et al., 2017), the learning of disciplinary content and a foreign language simultaneously is likely to be 

counterproductive; that is, the use of L2 can be a barrier for learning disciplinary content. In previous 

research, L2 students were also found having difficulties to understand the lecturers, participate in classroom 

interaction, and use English to communicate disciplinary content because of their lack of English proficiency 

(Airey, 2011; Hellekjær, 2010; Tsuneyoshi, 2005; Webb, 2002). However, our findings suggest that these 

difficulties are not mainly related to language proficiency, but also to students’ confidence in using the 

language and level of contextual knowledge. Given that learning and language development occur through 

dialogue and interaction; these findings implicate that attention needs to be paid to students’ language use 

support and to the scaffolding of learning as well as motivating students’ interest in the learning activity. That 

is, lecturers could make efforts to create situational WTC in L2, as identified by Kang (2005), and this can be 

achieved by taking into account the interaction among excitement, responsibility, and security.  

Finally, this study tried to explore the instructional support perceived by students to be useful when using L2 

during spoken interaction in an academic context. We categorized the data into three aspects: social–

emotional, cognitive, and language support. Previous research illustrated the practice of raising learners’ self-

efficacy as an essential approach to engage them into dialogue and learning (Mohd Khatib & Maarof, 2015; 

Kim et al., 2015). Also, teaching strategies have been suggested, such as positive teacher feedback, choice of a 

topic, waiting time, short confirmatory phrases or smiling, etc. (Zarrinabadi, 2014). As can be derived from 

our findings, it seems essential to provide a social–emotional supportive environment, in which students feel 

comfortable to interact with lecturers and peers; more “waiting time” seems needed. Extra pauses given by the 

lecturer are appreciated by students as well as the use of L1 to communicate among peers. Cognitive support 

given by the lecturer, in terms of building more strongly on students’ prior knowledge and experience about 

the disciplinary context seems important to elicit students’ motivation and WTC when being involved in a 

learning task. When an oral task—such as a final presentation—is given to students, a structured guideline 

about conducting the task and a constructive feedback session, as well as giving time for a related group 

discussion could be helpful for students to prepare more fully for the task and to build up their confidence in 

speaking up and communicating their ideas. Lastly, when enrolling in an EMI course, it is important for L2 

students to progress in their L2 language, to use the language more precisely during spoken interaction. A 

lecturer’s support can be given by rephrasing the words/sentences used by students and/or by giving 

feedbacks about students’ language use in general after completing a task.  

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The findings drawn from the present study were based on interviews with six L2 students with an English 

proficiency above an intermediate level. This might affect the generalization of our findings. Future research 

could pay attention to these variables. Though the question should be asked whether it is acceptable to give 

into the basic qualification criterion related to L2 learners’ English proficiency. Future research could focus on 
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looking for a critical baseline or benchmark in relation to a starting L2 language level. For example, in Taiwan, 

the English proficiency requirement for L2 students varies between different programs in higher education; 

future research developed in such setting could help identify other particular difficulties. Next, future research 

could also focus on exploring the efficacy of EMI instructional support, particularly to boost students’ 

motivation and WTC during spoken interaction.  
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