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Abstract

Adopting English‑medium instruction (EMI) has become a norm for many higher edu-
cation institutions in non‑English‑speaking countries as part of their efforts to position
themselves as attractive study‑abroad destinations. South Korea is no exception in this
regard. While this trend has drawn international student enrollment and fostered a more
globalized student body, the experiences and perspectives of international students – also
key stakeholders of EMI – remain relatively underexplored. Drawing upon a multi‑lay-
ered analytical framework grounded in language policy, the study brings to the fore the
voices of degree‑seeking international students from diverse linguistic and disciplinary
backgrounds and examines what shaped their perceptions of being integrated into or
marginalized from their academic environment in relation to EMI. The findings reveal
both shared challenges and context‑specific differences in their experiences, indicating
a discrepancy between EMI policy and its implementation in practice and highlighting
institutional issues that warrant attention. The importance of the study lies in its timely
retrospection upon the evolving discourse on EMI within South Korea’s higher education.
It also offers insights into fostering a more inclusive and equitable learning environment
for international students from diverse backgrounds.

1. Introduction

With the increasing dominance of English as the global language of academia and
business, universities in non‑English‑speaking countries have increasingly adopted
English‑medium instruction (EMI) as a key strategy for enhancing international visi-
bility and competitiveness in recent decades. This has contributed to attracting faculty
and students from overseas, further reinforcing a paradigm shift in internationalmobil-
ity within global higher education (Baty 2023; Xu 2021). Among the rising players, South
Korea (henceforth Korea) has emerged as a popular study‑abroad destination, driven in
part by the global reputation of its top‑ranked universities, which has become one of
the major draws for international students (OECD 2024; QS 2026). Similar to many other
universities in non‑English‑speaking countries striving to strengthen and secure their
positions in the global rankings, internationalization of higher education in Korea also
meant introducing a language policy other than its national language to cater to an
international audience (Byun et al. 2011; Jon et al. 2014). EMI policy has thus served as a
conduit for enhancing Korea’s international profile from the start and to this date (see
Bolton et al. 2023).

However, only recently have there been studies questioning EMI’s efficacy in sustain-
ing internationalization, given that its expansion has largely been driven by top‑down
educational policies (Macaro et al. 2018; Williams 2023). With the growing presence of
degree‑seeking international students in Korean universities, issues surrounding stu-
dent retention and dropout prevention have become increasingly salient in recent years
(Jung and Kim 2018). Although institutional factors, including admissions and language
support, are integral to international students’ academic experiences, relatively less
attention has been paid to the role of EMI policy in shaping their academic experiences.
Against this backdrop, the present study adopts a multi‑layered analytical approach to
examine international students’ lived experiences of EMI in Korean higher education,
with particular attention to how integration andmarginalization are produced through
policy and practice. The study investigates the extent to which EMI policy serves the
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interests of degree‑seeking international students from
diverse backgrounds by examining whether the policy pro-
motes or constrains equitable access to courses that meet
their academic needs.

2. Background

This section begins by contextualizing EMI in Korea’s higher
education. It then introduces the theoretical frameworks that
guide the analysis and reviews previous research relevant to
the study.

2.1 Overview of internationalization and EMI in Korea’s
higher education

Attracting international talent has been a central agenda in
Korea’s higher education policy, aimed at enhancing global
competitiveness and countering the steady decline in the
school‑age population (Choi 2024; Jung 2024). This reflects
the government’s strategy to preemptively secure a skilled
future workforce and strengthen national competitiveness
through aggressive internationalization initiatives designed
to reverse brain drain and expand international student
enrollment (Bolton et al. 2023; MOE 2023).

According to the Korean Education Development Institute
(2024) census, the number of international students in both
degree and non‑degree programs at Korean universities
more than doubled in just a decade, from 91,332 students
in 2015 to 208,962 students in 2024. More revealing is the
number of international student enrollments in degree pro-
grams consistently surging over the past decade. While a
large proportion of international students come from neigh-
boring Asian countries, recent years have witnessed a sig-
nificant uptick in the student population from non‑Asian
regions. As one of the strongest economies in Asia, Korea’s
unprecedented economic development, together with the
rising global popularity of K‑culture, has attracted grow-
ing numbers of international populations seeking education
and career opportunities, thereby cementing its status as an
appealing destination.

Central to Korea’s higher education internationalization
strategy has been the importance of adopting a language pol-
icy to suit international students. English functioning as a
dominant currency for both economic and academic prestige
rendered it an obvious choice as a medium of instruction for
many universities (Bowles and Murphy 2020; Fenton–Smith
et al. 2017). EMI has therefore become a top‑down response
to internationalization, making it a recurrent practice in
Korean higher education ever since the turn of the century
(Byun and Kim 2011). The growing prevalence of EMI reflects
a broader neoliberal shift in higher education (Park 2017;
Rahman and Hu 2025). Universities are increasingly expected
to compete on a global scale, attract international students,
and tailor their curricula and language policy to meet mar-
ket demands. In this regard, English is indisputably a constant
in the equation of internationalization in Korean higher edu-
cation. Nevertheless, the choice of EMI itself should not be
taken for granted, as ‘internationalization covers an area
more closely linked to institutional policy, which does not
necessarily concern the English language, even if this is in
fact often the case’ (Costa and Mariotti 2020, 230).

2.2 Theoretical frameworks

The study draws upon a multi‑layered analytical approach to
examine how integration and marginalization are produced
and reproduced in international students’ lived experiences
of EMI in Korean higher education. Grounded in Spolsky’s
(2004) framework of language policy, the analysis draws on
Bourdieu’s (1991) linguistic capital and symbolic power and
Fricker’s (2007) epistemic injustice to account for the condi-
tions shaping these experiences.

Language policy is a complex construct that is a product
as well as a manifestation of ideologies and values associ-
ated with language(s) in a specific context (Wright 2016). It
encompasses a set of principles established by governments
and institutions in making language choices and shaping
language use. Spolsky’s (2004) framework of language pol-
icy – comprising practices, ideologies, and management –
offers a useful lens for illuminating the complexity of the
choice of medium of instruction in higher education, given
that ‘language policies adopted by universities condition the
access to knowledge for students’ (Gazzola and Wickström
2017, 3). In this sense, language policy is not merely a linguis-
tic decision but presupposes intentions shaped by multiple
and even competing perspectives. The presence of a lan-
guage policy, however, may not guarantee implementation,
nor does implementation necessarily result in success, as
policy may not align with actual language practices. Such
discrepancies may arise from tensions between top‑down
initiatives and the bottom‑up practices embedded within lin-
guistic communities (Cogo and Jenkins 2010; Rahman and
Hu 2025; Ricento and Hornberger 1996). Understanding the
degree of alignment – or misalignment – between manage-
ment efforts and actual practice requires attention to the
underlying language ideologies and unequal distribution of
capital at play (Tollefson 2006).

Among the different forms of capital, Bourdieu (1991)
conceptualizes linguistic capital as the value intertwined
with the mastery of the so‑called legitimate language,
which functions as a key instrument in asserting symbolic
power. Language, in this sense, operates as a form of cur-
rency that shapes how individuals are perceived and how
power is exercised in the linguistic market. This perspec-
tive foregrounds the socially constructed value of language
and its role in structuring access to participation, recog-
nition, and legitimacy, while a lack thereof may reinforce
inequity and marginalization within institutional contexts.
From this viewpoint, universities implementing EMI policy
can be understood as a specific type of linguistic market
(Abrar–ul–Hassan 2021; Webb et al. 2002). When situated in a
non‑English‑speaking environment, such as Korea, EMI class-
rooms constitute a nested linguistic market that operates
within a broader national linguistic market. In this type of
context, linguistic capital does not solely refer to the abil-
ity to communicate in the medium of instruction but to
the possession of institutionally valued linguistic resources.
Here, Korean, which is the official language, functions as
a legitimate linguistic currency that can be translated into
additional forms of linguistic capital and symbolic power. For
example, students whose linguistic resources do not conform
to these dominant norms and beliefs may experience sym-
bolic violence, placing themat a disadvantage. In this process,
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they may internalize exclusion and marginalization rather
than recognizing themas structural outcomes of institutional
language practices (Samuel 2013).

This can be further understood by referring to Fricker’s
(2007) notion of epistemic injustice, which refers to a form
of injustice related to knowledge that occurs when peo-
ple are wronged in their capacity as knowers. She fur-
ther notes that even in the absence of any specific social
agency actively excluding them from democratic participa-
tion, exclusion nonetheless occurs, indicating the operation
of social power. This arises when people are unfairly treated
or disadvantaged in their ability to understand, interpret,
communicate or have their experiences recognized as legit-
imate knowledge. She distinguishes two primary forms of
epistemic injustice: testimonial injustice and hermeneuti-
cal injustice. Testimonial injustice is related to a credibil-
ity deficit caused by prejudice on the part of the hearer. It
occurs when the speaker’s words are taken less seriously due
to ingrained assumptions related to characteristics such as
class, nationality or linguistic and cultural background. This
may operate unconsciously and need not be the result of
deliberate discrimination. Speakers who are subject to testi-
monial injustice may find their accounts discounted, making
it difficult for their experiences to be acknowledged as legit-
imate knowledge. As a result, their testimony is not afforded
the epistemic trust it deserves, thereby silencing their voices
within knowledge‑producing contexts.

Hermeneutical injustice arises when there is a gap in
shared interpretive resources, which puts certain people at
an unfair disadvantage in making sense of their experiences.
In such cases, speakers may lack the conceptual tools nec-
essary to articulate their experiences, and hearers may lack
the interpretive frameworks required to understand them.
In other words, this gap of not having enough shared expe-
riences can prevent their experiences from becoming intel-
ligible within dominant discourses. In this sense, epistemic
injustice operates as a livedmanifestation of symbolic power,
demonstrating how it not only regulates participation but
also shapes whose knowledge is heard, trusted and ren-
dered meaningful within academic practices (Williams and
Stelma 2022). Taken together, these perspectives provide a
nuanced lens for examininghowEMIwithinhigher education
internationalization agendas can inadvertently engender
equity‑related challenges that shape international students’
access to education appropriate to their academic needs and,
in turn, their academic integration or marginalization.

2.3 Previous studies

In contexts where English is widely viewed as instrumen-
tal to the internationalization of higher education, EMI is
often perceived as a means of acquiring symbolic capital
(Bourdieu 1991). As reported by Molino et al. (2023), ideolo-
gies that foster positive attitudes toward EMI are typically
associated with the perceived benefits of English proficiency,
access to up‑to‑date academic knowledge and enhanced com-
petitiveness in the global job market. Moreover, with world
university rankings becoming an increasingly influential fac-
tor,many universities have intensified their efforts to expand
and refine EMI on an unprecedented scale to enhance global

visibility, engendering an international campus that attracts
international faculty and students (Bowles andMurphy 2020;
Jenkins and Mauranen 2019).

Although EMI continues to serve as a major pull factor for
international student recruitment, only recently have there
been studies that have drawn attention to the challenges
associated with studying in non‑English‑speaking environ-
ments (e.g., Choi 2022; Galloway et al. 2020; Jung and Kim
2017; Wan and Gao 2020). Anderson (2019) distinguished
between temporary, non‑degree‑seeking students as part of
the ‘old internationalization’ and degree‑seeking students
from abroad as the ‘new internationalization’, highlighting
the important roles of the latter. While there are only a
handful of studies situated in Asian, non‑English‑speaking
contexts regarding this perspective, this line of research has
begun to gain momentum, revealing how the growth of EMI
has taken divergent forms depending on local sociolinguis-
tic and policy landscapes. In China, for instance, Wang (2017)
identified a policy vacuum in EMI implementation, noting
that international students’ linguistic needs were assumed
rather than empirically examined. Issues of exclusion and
inequality, urging for a more inclusive approach to allevi-
ate marginalization, were also highlighted (Han and Dong
2024). In Taiwan, Lin and Lin (2021) underscored the impor-
tance of addressing the diverse linguistic backgrounds of
international students to promote equitable participation.
In the Korean context, Jon (2012) and Byun et al. (2011)
documented linguistic discrimination and unequal access to
academic support among international students, revealing
a persistent gap between policy and practice and, in some
cases, experiences of discrimination (Byun and Jung 2019).

Despite the growing number of EMI studies, the existing
literature has largely focused on Korean students’ perspec-
tives, with international students included only as periph-
eral participants whose contributions merely supplement
the main analyses (Jon and Cho 2024; Williams and Stelma
2022). As a result, little is known about how EMI policies
translate into practice for degree‑seeking international stu-
dents and how these students navigate EMI within their
academic trajectories. The literature reveals a notable gap
in understanding how Korean universities accommodate
diverse international student populations and whether EMI
policy aligns with their lived experiences (cf. Muller 2025).
As degree‑seeking international students are becoming core
members of the academic community and key stakeholders in
the internationalization of Korean higher education, under-
standing how they interpret and respond to these language
policies warrants closer analytic attention (cf. Jon et al. 2014;
Jung 2025). To gain a deeper understanding of how EMI pol-
icy operates within this tension, the present study seeks to
explore the following research question: How is EMI policy
implemented in practice, and to what extent does it align
with degree‑seeking international students’ lived academic
experiences?

3. Methodology

This section presents themethodology adopted for the study.
It proceeds by describing the research site and participants,
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Figure 1. International student enrollment (2013–2024).

followed by the data sources, collection and analysis proce-
dures, and the rationale for employing a qualitative thematic
approach.

3.1 Research site

The university chosen for analysis is a top‑tier comprehen-
sive university located in Seoul. It has been well known
for being at the forefront of aggressively implementing EMI
policy in the early 2000s to promote internationalization
(see Byun et al. 2011; Park 2017). Established in 1905, it
has a total of 66 departments with 19,454 undergraduate
students, of which 2,592 are degree‑seeking international
students, accounting for 13.32% of the total undergraduate
student population as of 2024.1 Moreover, unlike the past
when the majority of the international population consisted
of non‑degree students in exchange/visiting programs, the
proportion of degree‑seeking international students in the
undergraduate program currently makes up 71.4% of the
entire undergraduate international student population, as
shown in Figure 1.

According to the university’s internal report, this growth
has been driven by the university’s strategic diversification
of international students. Despite a temporary decline dur-
ing the COVID‑19 pandemic, enrollment increased by 241.1%,
from 760 to 2,592, and the number of countries represented
rose by 66.7%, from 57 to 95, over the 2013–2024 period.

3.2 Participants

A total of 12 participants whose ages ranged between 20
and 26 (M = 22.42, SD = 1.68) were recruited through
the researchers’ social networks to meet the study’s crite-
ria. To obtain insightful data, participation was limited to
full‑time undergraduate degree‑seeking international stu-
dents enrolled during the 2024 academic year who had
attended the university formore than one year and had taken

EMI courses. Given the inherent diversity of the interna-
tional student population, purposive sampling was used to
maximize variation in participants’ English and Korean pro-
ficiency and academic disciplines to examine how different
repertoires shaped their EMI experiences. Prior to data col-
lection, informed consent was obtained from all participants
for participation and publication. To protect participants’
privacy and ensure anonymity, code numbers were assigned
as presented in Table 1.

3.3 Data collection procedures and analysis

As Ferguson (1977, 9) put it, ‘All language planning activi-
ties take place in particular sociolinguistic settings, and the
nature and scope of the planning can only be fully understood
in relation to the setting’. Examining language policy‑related
documents pertinent to the study helped establish a baseline
for the study, with interviews serving as the primary focus
and online questionnaires supplementing the interview find-
ings. In order to examine the university’s language policy and
its interface with language ideology, the primary focus here
was to make an ‘explicit and observable effort by [the univer-
sity] that has or claims authority over [the students] in the
domain’ (Spolsky 2009, 4). Therefore, the initial step involved
broad observations within the specific context. Information
pertaining to EMI policy available in printed and electronic
materials such as websites, university handbooks, admission
guides, compiled data and reports was examined with par-
ticular emphasis on the medium of instruction (Bowen 2009)
to define the scope of the study. This approach was vital, as
language policy is rarely explicitly stated in documents.

Semi‑structured interviews were designed to foster a col-
legial atmosphere, allowing participants the flexibility to
freely voice their opinions and experiences regarding EMI
that they themselves perceived to be salient to share. The
interviews were more than just a research instrument; they
were conceived as ‘a site or topic for investigation itself ’
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Table 1. Participant demographics

Participant Nationality (L1) Major
Language proficiency
verificationa

Semesters
completed

EMI courses
completed N

(%)

S1 Bangladesh Political Science and
International Relations

English 8 41
(Bangla) (TOEFL 110) (93.18%)

S2 U.S.A Global Korean Studies English 4 22
(Russian and English) (L1 user) (81.48%)

S3 Botswana Sociology English 6 34
(English) (L1 user) (82.93%)

S4 India Political Science and
International Relations

English 5 25
(Malayalam) (TOEFL 100) (69.44%)

S5 Russia Media Korean 2 9
(Russian and Sakha) (TOPIK 4) (60.00%)

S6 Malaysia Computer Science and
Engineering

Korean 4 18
(Malay) (TOPIK 5) (62.07%)

S7 China Political Science and
International Relations

English 4 13
(Mandarin) (IELTS 6.0) (44.83%)

S8 Uzbekistan English Language and
Literature

English 4 13
(Russian) (IELTS 7.0) (44.83%)

S9 Indonesia Data Science Both 2 5
(Indonesian) (IELTS 8.0) (33.33%)

S10 Japan Global Korean Studies Korean 2 2
(Japanese) (TOPIK 5) (12.50%)

S11 China Psychology Korean 5 2
(Mandarin) (TOPIK 6) (5.56%)

S12 China Korean Language and
Literature

Korean 7 2
(Mandarin) (TOPIK 5) (4.17%)

aThis refers to the language proficiency participants demonstrated to meet the university’s admission requirement and does not correspond to separate degree programs or curricula.

(Talmy 2010, 132) to unveil themes thatwere important to the
participants. Prior to the interviews, an online background
questionnaire was administered to facilitate more produc-
tive and focused engagement in the interview. In addition to
a pool of pre‑set questions, follow‑up questions were asked
during the interview to capture the complexity of their lived
experiences. Participants were also asked to bring in a list
of completed courses to provide insights into their course
choices related to the medium of instruction. All interviews
were conducted individually by one of the researchers to
ensure consistency. Interviews were held in either English
or Korean, depending on which language the participants
weremost comfortable with. Each interview lasted around 30
minutes and was audio‑recorded and transcribed.

Given the study’s aim to develop an in‑depth understand-
ing and interpretation of the language policy and practice
in a specific context, the nature of the study was primarily
qualitative (Casanave, 2015). Data collection and analysis pro-
ceeded iteratively. Recruitment ceased when no new themes
emerged from successive interview transcripts, indicating
that inductive thematic saturation had been achieved. The
final sample of 12 participants was therefore considered suf-
ficient to provide a nuanced understanding of international

students’ EMI experiences (cf. Guest et al. 2006; Hennink and
Kaiser 2022).

As members of the university community, the two
researchers were mindful and took deliberate steps to man-
age subjectivity. Holliday’s (2015, 52) ‘mak[e] the famil-
iar strange’ approach to data collection and analysis was
employed to maintain validity and trustworthiness. Central
to the process was gradual focusing, which enabled the
researchers to adopt a stranger’s point of view. The data were
initially analyzed independently by each researcher and sub-
sequently subjected to iterative reviews of the transcripts
to identify recurring patterns grounded in students’ first-
hand accounts. Three major themes were determined and
interpreted in relation to the aforementioned theoretical
framework.

4. Document analysis

To understand how de facto language policies are reflected,
language entry requirements stated in admission guides for
international students from 2016 to 2024 were examined.
The case university currently offers international applicants
two language‑based admission tracks: Korean‑track, which
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Figure 2. EMI course offerings by semester (2013–2024).

requires the designated level of Korean‑language proficiency,
and English‑track, which requires English‑language profi-
ciency. These tracks refer solely to the language require-
ments for admission and do not represent separate degree
programs. Nevertheless, students entering through the
English‑track generally expect to complete much of their
coursework through EMI, whereas those entering through
the Korean‑track typically rely on KMI courses. Regardless of
the language track, students enroll in their respective degree
programs, in which the medium of instruction is determined
at the individual course level. In principle, students can
choose courses offered through either EMI or KMI. However,
given the uneven implementation of EMI, it is questionable
whether the case university provides international students
with little or no Korean proficiency with sufficient opportu-
nities to pursue their studies through EMI and, consequently,
to integrate fully into the academic community.

EMI courses are heavily concentrated in major‑specific
subjects, while a majority of general education electives,
especially compulsory ones, continue to be offered through
KMI. This is somewhat misleading in the broader univer-
sity context and suggests that completing a degree mostly
through EMI remains difficult. As Korean remains the dom-
inant language of administration, students who primarily
wish to study through EMI continue to face institutional dis-
advantages. In this context, linguistic capital extends beyond
one’s English competence to the possession of institution-
ally recognized and legitimized linguistic resources. Those
who lack proficiency in either Korean or English – the forms
of legitimate competence – may experience the devalua-
tion of their capital, despite meeting the formal institu-
tional requirements. Different language tracks, in this sense,
may not only embody divergent language ideologies but
also reproduce an uneven distribution of linguistic capi-
tal, thereby potentially rendering them subject to symbolic
violence.

Figure 2 shows a decline and plateau in the numbers
and proportions of EMI courses at the university over the
past decade, which has continued to the present despite
the increasing number of international students presented
in Figure 1. As of Fall 2024, approximately 22% of under-
graduate courses were offered through EMI. This prolonged

stagnation reflects the university’s seeming indifference
toward expanding EMI offerings. The university also requires
all students to complete three to ten EMI courses, depending
on their major, underscoring EMI’s institutional importance.
Despite offering EMI courses, the proportion of EMI courses
varies significantly across colleges, ranging from 2.3% in
Medicine to 75.5% in International Studies.

Meanwhile, recent admissions data indicate a growing
demand for EMI among international students. The per-
centage of applicants submitting a standardized English
score to demonstrate their language ability increased from
29.8% in Fall 2023 to 41% in Fall 2024. This trend implies
that many applicants lack Korean proficiency and expect
to enroll in EMI courses, highlighting a potential mis-
match between the quantity of EMI course offerings, which
appear to have plateaued prematurely, and growing student
demand.

5. International students’ lived experiences with EMI

Regardless of their language track and major, most partici-
pants viewed EMI as a strategic stepping stone to acquiring
disciplinary knowledgewhile enhancing their global and aca-
demic competitiveness. This shared perception was evident
in both the pre‑interview survey and the interviews, with
participants identifying EMI as a major pull factor in choos-
ing the university (M = 5.92, SD = 1.27, on a 7‑point scale).
However, these positive expectations were overshadowed by
the practical realities of studying through EMI, as partici-
pants encountered challenges that hindered their academic
integration, as discussed below.

5.1 Shattered expectations of English‑track students

One of the main themes that emerged from the interviews
was when students’ expectations were not met. Due to the
limited availability of EMI courses, the prestige and legit-
imacy associated with English proficiency were not fully
recognized within the institutional context. While students
admitted via the Korean‑track were generally satisfied with
EMI offerings in terms of quantity, those who entered via
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the English‑track were relatively unified in their dissatisfac-
tion, as they assumed that therewould be a sufficient number
of EMI courses available. They expressed frustration over
academic struggles stemming from the limited availability
of EMI courses, which constrained their course enrollment
options.

The following illustrates a case in which international
students were treated differently from their Korean counter-
parts in mainstream academic settings, constituting a form
of epistemic injustice that operated as a barrier to aca-
demic progression. Like other English‑track interviewees, S3
pointed out the notable lack of EMI courses, as not all of the
required courses were available in English, expressing deep
resentment about the situation.

(1) I wanted to study sociology, but now I kind of regret it. It is upsetting

but there is nothing I can do now. I am confused as to why [the university]

accepted me. ( . . . ) so it’s a bit complicated, but if I can take courses in

English I’d rather take more semesters than have to struggle again. ( . . . ) it

was disappointing because I had no option. (S3, Botswana, English‑track)

A similar case was also pointed out by S2, who had pre-
viously been led to think that students could complete
their major studies without knowledge of academic Korean.
Students relying on EMI were constrained by repetitive or
insufficient course offerings, which often required them
to take courses out of sequence or extend their stud-
ies. As a result, they experienced overloaded or under-
loaded course schedules, incurred additional tuition costs
and faced delayed graduation. Some were even compelled to
enroll in unwanted English language courses to fulfill credit
requirements despite already being fluent. These struc-
tural constraints contributed to confusion, poor academic
performance and, ultimately, regret over their decision to
apply to the case university.

Some participants also criticized the university’s pol-
icy of allocating an additional quota of seats exclusively to
exchange students, perceiving it as discriminatory toward
degree‑seeking international students. As illustrated by S4,
this contributed to a sense of relative deprivation and
broader perceptions of systemic inequities on campus.

(2) We are kind of like left out because we are like in the grey area because

( . . . ) it’s for exchange students and what about us? ( . . . ) when exchange

students come, they would get like all the things and they would be like oh

this is a good university. (S4, India, English‑track)

Echoing this concern, S2 and S3 noted that the quota pol-
icy may have resulted in the unintentional marginalization
of degree‑seeking international students. With limited EMI
options and unexpected challenges, S1, S2, S3, and S4, for
instance, had no choice but to take KMI courses despite their
limited Korean proficiency. They were largely self‑taught,
relying on translations passed down by their predecessors
who had faced similar struggles. Rather than seeking pref-
erential treatment, they expressed frustration that the uni-
versity had failed to provide equitable learning opportunities
by not offering EMI versions of existing KMI courses despite
repeated demands. While English competence constitutes a

valuable linguistic capital that provides access to partici-
pation and legitimacy in EMI courses, a structural impasse
created by a Korean divide reflects epistemic injustice, con-
tributing to academic marginalization.

5.2 Korean‑track students’ difficulties in navigating EMI
courses

In contrast to those who experienced a Korean divide
in Section 5.1, students on the other end of the spec-
trum – those who had entered the university through the
Korean‑track and were comfortable with Korean but strug-
gledwith English – faced an English divide in EMI due to their
limited English proficiency, which negatively affected their
academic performance. Some Korean‑track students noted
that the graduation requirement to complete a number of
EMI courses posed a burden. The following illustrates a perti-
nent example of epistemic marginalization, where students’
academic difficulties arose from disparities in English profi-
ciency. S11 expressed a desire for EMI offerings to be tailored
to varying levels of English proficiency.

(3) Not all international students are comfortable with English. There are

a lot of international students who are more willing to take KMI courses. I

would be thankful if there were EMI courses offered based on varying levels

of proficiency. (S11, China, Korean‑track)

S5 also shared the experience of observing other interna-
tional students struggle with their English skills in EMI
classes, although this was not the case for S5. It was also
noted that Korean‑track students had struggled engaging in
English discussions held in class and expressed a lack of con-
fidence. As such, those who preferred taking KMI courses
also wanted their voices to be heard as they too faced chal-
lenges, albeit from a different perspective. While EMI may
benefit those with strong English proficiency, it can inad-
vertently marginalize international students who struggle
with English. This raises important questions aboutwho truly
benefits from EMI and whether such policies contribute to
educational equity.

5.3 English‑proficient Korean‑track students turning to
EMI courses

This section shows another divide even among Korean‑track
students. While students such as S10, S11, and S12 primarily
took KMI courses because Korean was their stronger foreign
language, other students admitted through the Korean‑track
opted for EMI courses due to their relatively higher English
proficiency. Although some participants met the Korean lan-
guage requirement for admission, English remained their
stronger language and was therefore preferred for academic
learning. Realizing that the university offered a range of,
albeit limited, EMI courses, these students became more
inclined to take EMI courses, as doing so helped them relieve
academic pressure and improve their overall grades. For
instance, S5, who initially planned to take all courses in
Korean, eventually switched to EMI after facing difficulties
keeping up with KMI courses and feeling insecure about aca-
demic Korean. S6, another Korean‑track student, described
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choosing EMI courses for similar reasons, noting the oppor-
tunity to leverage linguistic capital and thus engage more
confidently in EMI settings.

(4) Me and my friends are trying to avoid Korean classes because we didn’t

get that high grades using Korean in Korean classes. ( . . . ) Students from

Malaysia are more comfortable learning through English. ( . . . ) One of my

friends got like probably all A+ or all As. I guess the English courses helped

a lot. (S6, Malaysia, Korean‑track)

Like other Korean‑track students, S9, despite meeting both
language requirements for admission, struggled to keep up
with courses conducted in academic Korean. To cope, S9
recorded lectures, engaged in self‑study, and was occasion-
ally permitted to write exam answers in English. Because
English remained the stronger academic language, S9 even-
tually switched from KMI to EMI courses.

(5) To say that I have no difficulty at all it would be like I’d be lying because

I am still struggling with the Korean classes. ( . . . ) It’s not easy. [Being

able to take EMI courses] feels like an escape from those Korean classes. (S9,
Indonesia, English‑/Korean‑tracks)

As such, EMI courses offered a greater sense of comfort for
Korean‑track students whose English was stronger than their
Korean, as they were seen as a way to avoid the heavier
demands of KMI courses. This preference was further rein-
forced by the pressure to graduate on time.

6. Discussion

Findings derived from the analysis of degree‑seeking inter-
national students’ firsthand accounts offer valuable insights
into the current discrepancies between EMI policy, practice,
and reality. The university’s EMI offerings are an unequivo-
cal pull factor (cf. Jon et al. 2014; Wan and Gao 2020) that
led them – regardless of their language track and prefer-
ence – to choose the case university as their study abroad
destination. As much as EMI has facilitated opportunities
for reinforcing the university’s global presence, it has also
posed significant challenges that necessitate recalibrating
the status quo. It became evident that the university’s cur-
rent EMI policy does not align with students’ expectations, as
they encountered realities that diverged from what they had
anticipated.

Given the heterogeneous composition of the international
student body, orientations toward the medium of instruc-
tion are not uniform but are shaped by students’ diverse
linguistic backgrounds, academic goals, and motivations for
studying in Korea. On the one hand, English is perceived as a
pathway to global mobility and a natural extension of their
academic repertoires; on the other hand, Korean is essen-
tial for local academic success and social integration (Byun
and Jung 2019). These divergent orientations highlight how
linguistic capital and investment are unevenly distributed
(Bourdieu 1991), causing language divides and producing dif-
ferentiated opportunities and constraints. The findings sug-
gest that linguistic capital operates in domain‑specific ways
within the university. English proficiency may generate cap-
ital within EMI classrooms, yet this capital is not readily

convertible in Korean‑mediated academic and administra-
tive contexts, resulting in only partial access to institutional
resources. Conversely, students with strong Korean profi-
ciency but limited English competence may be rendered ille-
gitimatewithin EMI, despite possessing institutionally valued
linguistic resources. Furthermore, this varying valuation of
linguistic capital and competing language ideologies embed-
ded in institutional internationalization policies (Wang 2017)
may possibly deepen inequities, positioning them at the
periphery of academic engagement (Williams 2023).

Another salient challenge concerns epistemic injustice in
relation to the uneven distribution and limited scope of EMI
courses across disciplines. Due to assumptions about their
language proficiency or academic competence in English and
Korean, international students’ voices may be perceived as
less credible, even when their insights are as valid as their
Korean counterparts’. This constitutes testimonial injustice,
as their testimony is unjustly devalued on the basis of
prejudice (Fricker 2007). At the same time, they were also
subject to hermeneutical injustice. They struggled to ren-
der their experiences intelligible within institutional norms
of knowledge production, encountering epistemic barriers
that engendered frustration and exclusion from the uni-
versity’s epistemic community. Their accounts indicate that
they were not recognized as credible knowers capable of
raising legitimate questions. Constraints due to repetitive
and insufficient course offerings and the prolonged plateau
in EMI provision seem to have further exacerbated chal-
lenges for students struggling with linguistic insecurities
(cf. Bouchard 2024), which may, in fact, undermine the
university’s efforts at international diversification. These
structural limitations illustrate how institutional arrange-
ments and resource allocations can inadvertently reproduce
inequities.

The analysis also reveals that the current EMI policy is
not pragmatically attuned to contemporary international-
ization trends, where degree‑seeking international students
are beginning to outnumber those in non‑degree programs.
Structural limitations in shared meaning‑making prevent
their experiences from being fully recognized, not because
they lack validity, but because the institutional framework
lacks adequate interpretation to render them intelligible
(Fricker 2007). This is counterintuitive given that regularly
enrolled – not exchange – students directly contribute to
tuition revenue (Jeung 2024). These findings are in line with
previous studies emphasizing the importance of prioritizing
degree‑seeking students as they are long‑term members of
the academic community as well as potential future inter-
national ambassadors (Anderson 2019; Byun and Jung 2019).
The inflexible EMI policy appears to run counter to the inter-
ests of these students, and without strategic adjustments,
the university risks perpetuating a stagnating system that
undermines sustainable internationalization.

To bridge these gaps, a bottom‑up approach that inte-
grates international students’ perspectives is essential,
together with a clear and coherent roadmap for EMI from
the outset of their studies. Recognizing that international
students cannot be expected to attain full academic English
or Korean proficiency upon matriculation, EMI course
offerings should provide greater flexibility and diversity
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in academic trajectories, moving beyond a monolithic EMI
policy. Moreover, adopting a more reflexive approach that
acknowledges the uneven distribution and convertibility of
linguistic capital is imperative. To guarantee equitable access,
institutional efforts should extend beyond merely expand-
ing EMI course offerings to establishing mechanisms that
validate diverse linguistic repertoires and strengthen shared
interpretive resources (Rahman and Hu 2025; Williams
and Stelma 2022). Continuous monitoring of course offer-
ings and quality assessment are also essential to reduc-
ing language‑based inequities and ensuring that EMI pol-
icy remains responsive to students’ evolving needs (Jon and
Cho 2024). Finally, universities should place greater empha-
sis on supporting degree‑seeking international students as
long‑term stakeholders, thereby fostering a more inclusive
and sustainable EMI environment for students from diverse
backgrounds.

7. Conclusion

By exploring the lived experiences of degree‑seeking inter-
national students from diverse linguistic and disciplinary
backgrounds, the study offers a reflective analysis of the
current EMI policy within the situated institutional con-
text. Their integration into, or marginalization by, the EMI
policy and practice was brought to light through the analy-
sis. The significance of this study lies in assessing how well
the university’s EMI policy aligns with the demands of its
international stakeholders and its pursuit of genuine inter-
nationalization, whichmay have been overlooked. It also cap-
tures the perspectives of a heterogeneous student population
whose varied backgrounds and motives form an intertex-
tual narrative, contributing to the growing strand of research
that examines EMI policy through the lens of international
students.

As the study focused on a small sample within a sin-
gle academic setting and may not represent international
students across other universities, where institutional char-
acteristics and challenges vary (Doiz et al. 2013), the find-
ings should not be interpreted as providing a comprehensive
picture of EMI experiences in South Korean higher educa-
tion. Nevertheless, it yields important implications for future
research and for the development of more inclusive and
equitable EMI policies and practices. The proportion of inter-
national students is on the rise, bringing new challenges to
existing policies. The concerns identified at one of Korea’s
top‑tier universities could also emerge in other institutions
in non‑English‑speaking regions adopting EMI. Thus, future
EMI research should examine student diversity not only in
terms of language proficiency but also students’ rights to
legitimate participation in learning. Greater awareness of
these dimensions is necessary to ensure that language bar-
riers do not hinder learning.

Korea’s higher education has never been as international
as it is today. As the international student population con-
tinues to diversify, their presence and influence are likely to
becomemore pronounced. They are, without a doubt, adding
a new dimension to internationalization in higher education.
It is crucial to be pragmatic and resourceful in orchestrat-
ing an inclusive environment where academic access and

equity are embedded at the core of language policy, enabling
international students to thrive and fully engage in mean-
ingful learning experiences (Jung 2025). The study, in this
light, advocates broadening the horizons of EMI policy to
capture its inherent complexities and pursue optimization
so as to segue into embracing student diversity on campus.
Ultimately, EMI policy must be continuously re‑examined to
ensure it mitigates academic dissonances, considers whose
interests it serves (Tollefson 2006), and remains contextu-
ally grounded and responsive to the evolving realities of
internationalization.

Notes

1. This study focuses solely on undergraduate degree‑seeking interna-
tional students. Figures used in the study are derived from the uni-
versity’s archival compiled records and the Higher Education of Korea
reports annually updated by the MOE.
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