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In this article the researchers analyze university students and teachers
working in English-medium instruction (EMI) settings in terms of
the second language (L2) motivational self system (L2MSS) (D€ornyei,
2005, 2009) from a qualitative perspective through the use of focus
groups. This qualitative approach yields personal and group informa-
tion about the participants’ perceptions and opinions on L2MSS in
EMI in a Spanish university setting. The researchers approach partici-
pants’ L2 motivation and selves in terms of valued personal and pro-
fessional identities, which are defined, among other things, by
proficiency in English. Similarly, the researchers discuss the interac-
tion between the L2MSS and the constructs of identity, investment,
imagined community, vulnerability, and immunity in the EMI con-
text. The results indicate that the ideal self (i.e., the speaker’s vision
of him- or herself as a competent user of the L2) clearly prevails over
the ought-to self (i.e., other people’s vision for the individual) in the
case of the teachers, whereas both components are more balanced in
the case of students. It should be noted that the EMI experience also
interacts with both students’ and teachers’ L2 motivation.
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English-medium instruction (EMI) is burgeoning in diverse educa-
tion systems as a result of the widespread belief that it will help to

underpin the internationalization process in which higher education
institutions are immersed at the macro level (Baker & H€uttner, 2016;
Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2013a; Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra,
2013b), and to improve students’ English proficiency without having any
detrimental effect on content learning (Dafouz & Camacho-Mi~nano,
2016) at the micro level. As a result of this global trend, an increasing
number of undergraduates and graduates all over the world have to face
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the challenge of tackling the use of English as the medium of instruction
(Doiz, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2014). This takes place in university con-
texts in which many of the professionals teaching EMI are nonnative
speakers teaching mostly nonnative students, a situation that more often
than not contributes to a sense of insecurity among all the stakeholders.
In fact, a survey undertaken by the European Commission (2008) reveals
that one of the main hurdles to implementing EMI courses has to do
with the low interest of both lecturers and students to get involved in
courses in English. Although external motivational forces play a para-
mount role in the implementation of EMI experiences (e.g., the struggle
to reach a high position in university rankings, the internationalization
process, etc.), research on motivation in these learning spaces is puz-
zlingly scarce. Spain, the context of the study reported in this article, is
one of the many European countries that have embraced EMI with
enthusiasm in the belief that it is a natural response to the process of
globalization and the best way to foster foreign language learning. In
this vein, we would like to underscore that the vast majority of EMI pro-
grams in Spain are taught by nonnative speakers (Lasagabaster, 2017a).

In this article we intend to delve into the motivational drives of EMI
teachers and students at a university in Spain, drawing from D€ornyei’s
framework on motivation (2005, 2009). In this vein, we agree with
Norton (2016) when she states that a more productive relationship
between theory and practice is needed (Lasagabaster, Doiz, & Sierra,
2014) and between beliefs about language learning and the actual
experiences undergone by learners and teachers themselves. Moreover,
we intend to analyze how the second language (L2) motivational self
system (L2MSS) and teacher and student identities as L2 users relate;
this is an underresearched area, despite the recent increase in the
number of studies on the identity issue in TESOL (Barkhuizen, 2016;
Darvin & Norton, 2015; Norton, 2013, 2016), and the even smaller
handful of studies on the interaction between identity and other theo-
retical constructs such as motivation. Furthermore, we discuss the rele-
vance of the interplay between L2MSS and the constructs of
investment, imagined community, vulnerability, and immunity in an
EMI context. Hence, we believe that our study fills a gap regarding
the influence of EMI on both teachers’ and students’ L2 motivation at
university level. It is also innovative because it is undertaken in a con-
text that fits within what is known as internationalization at home, as
both teachers and students are members of the English as a foreign
language (EFL) community (in contrast to the larger number of stud-
ies carried out in Anglophone contexts).

The article is organized as follows. We will first introduce D€ornyei’s
framework of L2MSS, which will be applied to the analysis of our par-
ticipants’ motivational drive. Second, we will discuss the interaction
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between the L2MSS and the constructs of identity investment, imag-
ined community, vulnerability, and immunity in an EMI context.
Third, we will present the study on the motivational drive and teach-
ing/learning experience of our EMI participants at a Spanish tertiary
institution and the results will be interpreted in the light of the afore-
mentioned constructs. Some conclusions will follow.

MOTIVATION

There is no doubt that teaching and being taught in English (when
it is a foreign language) makes the learning process more arduous
and demanding. This is why motivation, a widely acknowledged factor
in the success of instructed knowledge acquisition in general (Henry,
2012) and of successful second language learning in particular (Lamb,
2017), becomes a determining factor in EMI contexts. However, and
despite the “unprecedented” growth of studies on motivation in the
last decade (Boo, D€ornyei, & Ryan, 2015, p. 145), it is noteworthy that
the number of publications on the interaction between EMI and moti-
vation is scarce (Lasagabaster & Doiz, 2017). At a time when EMI is
gaining global popularity and research on its impact is needed, some
important aspects are being neglected by researchers (Lasagabaster,
2017b; Lasagabaster, 2018), its impact on L2MSS being one of them.
Since EMI teachers and students find that their teaching/learning pro-
cesses are increasingly demanding of them, L2MSS arises as a worth-
while field of research.

Although the notion of self is one of the most widely used concepts
in psychology, it was not until the beginning of the twenty-first century
that these theories of the self were considered by applied linguists
interested in language learning motivation. It was D€ornyei (2005,
2009) who bolstered the self system–L2 connection and who came up
with the powerful and versatile L2MSS. The model comprises three
main components: (1) ideal L2 self: the speaker’s vision of him- or her-
self as a competent user of the L2 in the future. If a person has a pow-
erful ideal self (e.g., an EMI student of economics who envisions
herself as a successful plenary speaker in English), she can use this
self-image as a powerful self-guide that will have a compelling positive
impact on her L2 motivation; (2) ought-to L2 self: this component
refers to the attributes that the individual believes they ought to pos-
sess to meet expectations and to avoid possible negative consequences.
The ought-to L2 self is closely linked to peer-group norms and other
external pressures and, in contrast to the ideal self, which encom-
passes the individual’s own visions for themselves, the ought-to self has
to do with other people’s visions for the individual; (3) L2 learning
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experience: this component is conceptualized by D€ornyei at a different
level from the two aforementioned self-guides, and concerns the
immediate learning environment and experience. It has to do with the
learner’s experiences (and the resulting attitudes) of learning the L2
inside and outside the classroom (Lamb, 2017). However, and as Ush-
ioda (2014) underscores, the interaction between this component and
the future selves is still undertheorized, which is why our focus is on
the impact of EMI on this interaction.

The idea underlying the L2MSS is that learners are motivated to
study an L2 if they develop strong and plausible visions of themselves
as future users of the L2. As for the impact of the selves, different
researchers (Csiz�er & Luk�acs, 2010; Lamb, 2007; Taguchi, Magid, &
Papi, 2009) have come to the conclusion that the ideal L2 self is the
most significant component when it comes to predicting L2 motivation
among learners, although, depending on the context under scrutiny
(particularly in some parts of Asia), the ought-to self may also have a
significant effect. In the context where this study takes place, EMI
teachers could also be regarded as learners of English and, in fact,
previous studies (H€uttner, Dalton-Puffer, & Smit, 2013) have found
that teachers explicitly state that teaching through the foreign lan-
guage they continue to learn English. This is why we firmly believe
that the L2MSS can be applied to teachers as well, and our main
objective, namely to compare both groups’ motivation in EMI con-
texts, can reasonably be carried out.

THE INTERACTION BETWEEN THE L2MSS AND OTHER
CONSTRUCTS

As D€ornyei and Kubanyiova (2014) point out, in the twenty-first cen-
tury a new interest in motivational change and evolution has arisen
and motivation has been linked to the three constructs of identity, in-
vestment, and imagined communities. Since these concepts smoothly dove-
tail with the individual’s selves, we will take them into account in the
analysis of our data.

Under its classic definition, identity is “the way a person understands
his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is structured
across time and space, and how the person understands possibilities
for the future” (Norton, 2013, p. 4). The connection with possible
selves seems thus obvious, as the learning of a foreign language forms
“an important part of one’s identity” (D€ornyei & Kubanyiova, 2014, p.
11), as reflected in the ever-important role attributed to the concepts
of self and identity in educational psychology (Lamb, 2017). Our focus
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on identity is driven by the criticisms of the L2MSS based on the
grounds that it ignores the motivational consequences of “more imme-
diately relevant identities” (Lamb, 2017, p. 318).

Identity has three main features (Tsui, 2007). First, it is multifaceted
or multidimensional. In addition, identity is dynamic and complex
(Song, 2016). Second, identity formation encompasses both personal
and social dimensions (the latter includes the importance of the pro-
fessional context). Third, there is a relationship between agency and
social structure in identity formation. As for the last feature, although
the choices made by teachers constitute their professional identities,
the social space in which they carry out their tasks may limit their
positioning.

In this article we intend to reflect on student and teacher identity
in EMI settings, because teachers and researchers need to understand
how learners’ (i.e., students’ as well as their own) identities as L2 users
are engaged in class (Norton, 2013) and which other domains they
perceive as connected to EMI from a holistic view in order to gain a
deeper insight into their self-beliefs (Henry, 2017; Mercer, 2011). For
example, the native versus nonnative speaker debate has a significant
influence on EMI stakeholders’ identity and ideal selves (Lasagabaster,
Doiz, & Sierra, 2014) and will also be tackled in our analysis. In partic-
ular, the prevalent discourse of native speakers’ superiority (Moussu &
Llurda, 2008) results in the disempowerment of both EMI teachers
and students by putting into doubt the former’s professional authority
and legitimacy and the latter’s ability to cope with content taught in a
foreign language. Hence, the concept of foreign language compe-
tence, so important in the EMI context, can work as a source of iden-
tity formation for EMI teachers and students, as the individual who
possesses English competence is highly valued by the community and
given “legitimacy of access to practice,” both sources being “dialecti-
cally related” and “mutually constitutive” (Tsui, 2007, p. 675).

This leads us to the concept of investment. Investment may yield
some rewards in the form of economic, social, and cultural capital.
Studies reveal that investment leads to an increase in cultural capital
and social power and contributes to the construction of both teachers’
and learners’ multiple identities (Barkhuizen, 2016; Tsui, 2007). EMI
teachers and learners invest in English because they anticipate an
increase in their cultural capital and in their chances of playing a
more substantial role in the social sphere (Lasagabaster, Doiz, &
Sierra, 2014). “As a complement to the psychological construct of
motivation, the sociological construct of investment signals a learner’s
commitment to learn a language, given their hopes for the future and
their imagined identities” (Norton, 2016, p. 476). Thus, the individ-
ual’s ideal self will determine his or her investment.
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The third concept to bear in mind is that of imagined communities.
Norton (2013) has used this notion to explore how learners’ sense of
belonging to target language communities (which are not immedi-
ately accessible) can impact their identity construction and language
learning. The imagined identities held by EMI teachers and students
are also part of the English-speaking international community to
which they would like to belong. Therefore, the construct of imagined
community is closely linked to investment and identity. Norton’s
notion of imagined community refers to any community that is desir-
able, such as a community of English-speaking professionals, in the
case of EMI teachers. Moreover, as Murray (2013) points out, teachers
should support the development of their learners’ ideal selves and
the communities in which these selves may participate. If students
view themselves in the future taking part in imagined English-speak-
ing communities, EMI teachers should provide their students with “a
model of their English-speaking future self that they could aspire to”
(p. 385).

Because the L2MSS offers a departure point for new approaches
and fosters the juxtaposition of diverse perspectives (Boo et al., 2015),
we would like to add two additional concepts to the discussion: vulner-
ability and immunity. Vulnerability refers to a teacher’s complex emo-
tional responses to their teaching environment and how it affects their
professional development and teaching practices (Song, 2016). Once
again, this is a concept that is closely linked to the L2 motivational self
system. Vulnerability has positive and negative dimensions. When posi-
tive, teachers feel safe and confident and may take risks in their teach-
ing practices; for example, by setting aside their linguistic insecurities,
an EMI teacher may decide to tell a joke in class in order to build a
closer bond with students. If negative, EMI teachers may feel
apprehensive and uneasy and they will be more likely to avoid any situ-
ation that they perceive as a potential threat (Song, 2016).

A concept closely related to vulnerability is that of immunity, a con-
ceptual proposal recently put forward by Hiver and D€ornyei (2017)
that stems from biological immunity and constructs in psychology
and one they define as “a defense system that protects the organism
against the negative, undesirable, or harmful impact of the external
environment” (p. 407). As a result of the inherent stress in the
teaching profession, some teachers are reluctant to change and,
because teaching in EMI programs requires a major adjustment, mis-
givings are often expressed in many different contexts (Lasagabaster,
Doiz. & Sierra, 2014). Although Hiver and D€ornyei refer to teacher
immunity, we believe the concept can also be applied to students in
order to analyze how both groups cope with stress to remain
motivated.
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Immunity can have either positive or negative consequences, in that
it can become a powerful asset (a protective mechanism against adverse
or complicated teaching/learning experiences) or a negative feature
(when benefit-finding from adversity is not allowed, which results in a
maladaptive immunity outcome). Therefore, immunity can be classified
into two main types. The first type is productive immunity, which facilitates
teaching and learning and maximizes teaching and learning effective-
ness, whereas the second, maladaptive immunity, reduces teaching and
learning effectiveness and hinders reflection and development. Hiver
and D€ornyei (2017) claim that, although immunity plays a crucial role
in defending teachers and students from perceived or real dangers, it
may result in conservatism and rigidity, and ultimately may hinder
change and growth if it becomes overprotective. In EMI contexts mal-
adaptive immunity would then be represented by the qualms some
teachers and students have towards the use of English as the medium of
instruction, whereas those showing productive immunity would be will-
ing to take the plunge and make the most of the new situation.

THE STUDY

In this study we first tackle the teachers’ and the students’ charac-
terization of their motivational L2 selves in EMI. We intend to deter-
mine whether their L2 selves differ and whether they relate to the
notions of identity as L2 users, investment, and imagined community.
Next, we discuss both groups’ EMI teaching and learning experience,
with a focus on the use of English as a medium of instruction and
other factors affecting their experience. Their EMI experience is also
linked to the concepts of vulnerability and immunity. With these issues
in mind, the specific research questions we will be addressing are the
following:

Research question 1 (RQ1): How is the teachers’ and students’ ideal
L2 self component manifested in EMI?
Research question 2 (RQ2): How is the teachers’ and students’ ought-
to L2 self component manifested in EMI?
Research question 3 (RQ3): What are the teachers’ and students’
reflections on the EMI experience?

In-depth analysis of these three research questions will help to shed
light on the interplay between L2MSS and the constructs of invest-
ment, imagined community, vulnerability, and immunity, as it is
expected that these constructs will emerge while the participants
answer the questions posed by the researchers.
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Context

The University of the Basque Country (UBC) is a public university
located in the Basque Autonomous Community in the north of Spain.
It is an officially bilingual university, Basque and Spanish being pre-
sent across all faculties and degrees. Since 2005/06 it has also incorpo-
rated other languages into the teaching practices through the
Multilingualism Program (MP) in response to the internationalization
process. Under the MP, French and English are used to teach both
optional and compulsory subjects depending on the teachers’ availabil-
ity (participation is on a voluntary basis) and the availability of the
departments concerned to offer courses in those languages, although
around 95% of the courses on offer under the MP are delivered in
English.

Participants

The participants were 13 EMI teachers and 15 students who were
involved in the MP in the faculties of Engineering, Social and Commu-
nication Sciences, and Economics and Business Studies. The teachers
were highly experienced teaching professionals (mean = 17.8 years)
and while their EMI experience was considerably less, it was still signif-
icant (mean = 4.6 years). All of them spoke several languages (all but
two could speak three or more languages) and eight of them had par-
ticipated in the EMI training courses on methodology and pronuncia-
tion offered by the UBC. Five of the EMI teachers were female and
eight male.

The students were between 18 and 19 years old. They had received
an average of 13 years of EFL classes in school prior to attending uni-
versity, and 9 out of 15 had experienced EMI at school. In their daily
lives they used mainly Spanish, although the majority of them knew
Basque at various levels of competence. Nine of them were female and
six male.

Instrument

Six focus groups were organized, two in each of the three faculties
involved, one with the students and another one with the teachers.
This qualitative approach allowed us to gather information about the
EMI teachers’ and students’ feelings, perceptions, and opinions at the
UBC. Focus groups were chosen as the primary research tool because
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they add a human dimension to impersonal data while participants
talk freely in interactive groups and their discussions shed light on
shared beliefs, whilst they also allow individual differences to be
voiced. This tool also helps bring to light perspectives and contradic-
tions that may not be detected in individual interviews, while allowing
the researchers to achieve insights that could otherwise remain hidden
(Lasagabaster, Doiz, & Sierra, 2014).

One of the researchers led the interaction in the focus groups by
means of a planned series of questions designed to get background
information on the participants (e.g., languages they speak, general
views on language and culture, the number of years they have been
learning English and/or teaching in English), and a set of questions
for each of the research questions. For example, they were asked
whether they were motivated to continue learning English and to use
English in the future in order to address RQ1 on the ideal L2 self
component; whether they felt any external pressure to learn or teach
English; and whether not knowing English or not teaching in English
would have negative consequences in the case of RQ2 on the ought-to
L2 self component. Finally, they were asked to comment on whether
they had to make an additional effort to take or teach the classes in
English or felt insecure, among other issues (RQ 3 on the EMI
experience). The discussions, which were conducted in Spanish, were
tape-recorded (total duration: 7 hr 58 min) and transcribed. The final
corpus of the transcriptions of the six focus groups was made up of
103,445 words.

Procedure

During the process of data analysis, descriptive and analytic coding
procedures with notes were followed for categorization and analytic
understanding by the two researchers, who worked to reconcile any
differences until they reached a shared interpretation. Because qualita-
tive coding is inherently interpretive and becomes a process of contin-
uous interaction with and re-reading of the data by comparing and
contrasting themes so that the researchers discover patterns in the
data, during the coding process we looked for and compared different
indicators or keywords; similarities and differences were considered.
Later, the data were grouped and given conceptual labels, so that they
could be successively categorized. We designed the coding to analyze
the transcriptions precisely and to minimize the risk of overlooking
important categories, which is why it was first carried out by each
researcher individually and then shared by the two authors until unan-
imous consensus was reached. Each member knew his/her analysis
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intimately and shared it during discussions. The inevitable debates
among the team members contributed greatly to a shared and in-
depth conceptual analysis of the data.

In order to eliminate bias and increase the truthfulness of our inter-
pretation, the two authors identified keywords in the transcripts that
led to a classification based on categories that were related to the
three components under scrutiny (ideal self, ought-to self, and EMI
experience). For ease of identification categories will be provided in
italics and their corresponding keywords in inverted commas through-
out the text. When keywords expressing similar concepts/ideas were
found, only one of them was chosen (e.g. “actor” and “performance,”
only “actor” was included). Due to space constraints, all the quotes
from which the keywords were extracted could not be supplied. A
table with the categories and the keywords for each motivational com-
ponent is provided at the beginning of the Findings and Discussion
section. However only one representative keyword (“difficult”) of the
same word family (“difficult,” “difficulty”) is included in the tables (see
the category of personal investment in Table 1).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Research Question 1: How Is the Teachers’ and Students’
Ideal L2 Self Component Manifested in EMI?

Table 1 includes the keywords identified in the participants’ speech
for the ideal L2 self component as well as the three main conceptual
categories under which they are subsumed. The three categories are
vision, challenge, and personal investment.

TABLE 1

The Ideal L2 Self Component

Vision Challenge Personal investment

Teachers Native speaker,
nonnative speaker,
person with the accent
from Extremadura,
imagined international
community,ELF

Linguistic competence,
communicative
competence,
pronunciation,
grammar,
communicate

Difficult, effort, time,
tiring, personal cost,
toll

Students Fluent, successful
speakers of English,
community, imagined
community, imagined
international
community

Communicate Music, TV series,
movies, certificate,
language academy,
careers, effort, work,
time, in English
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Our teachers have a vision of an ideal L2 self and achieving it is a
challenge which involves tremendous investment. In particular, the teach-
ers’ vision of their ideal L2 self corresponds to the figure of a ‘nonna-
tive speaker” for whom communicating in English is natural and
effortless, just like teachers do in their “classes in English in the
Netherlands, for example” (Teacher 2). However, other ideal L2 selves
are also mentioned in the teachers’ discourse, such as the unrealistic
“native speaker” on the higher end of the scale of proficiency (see
quote from Teacher 4 below), and the “person with the accent from
Extremadura” (a region in Spain), for example, who is not afraid to
speak in public in English at international events despite his strong
accent, on the lower end of the scale of proficiency.

In my case, my level of English is good enough although it could be
better. Because it is impossible or very difficult to speak like a “native
speaker,” unless you live there for many years, and that may not even
be enough. (Teacher 4)

All the teachers concur that the key factor is to be able to commu-
nicate efficiently and successfully; native-like competence and flawless
production in English is not their goal. Consequently, they identify
with the competent “EFL speaker” who belongs to an “imagined inter-
national community” made up of “native” as well as “nonnative speak-
ers” of English:

When I was in the States, my teachers came from different parts of the
world (one came from India, another one from who knows where, and
so on) and their English was as bad as mine. But we were able to dis-
cuss linguistics, and what mattered was that we had a common code.
So speaking perfectly was not so important, what mattered was that we
were able to “communicate” well. And that is my priority: I want to be
able to “communicate” in an expressive and attractive way. (Teacher
12)

Achieving their ideal L2 self is a challenge (“Well, for me it was obvi-
ously more ‘difficult’ to teach in English than in Basque but it was like
a personal challenge as well” [Teacher 11]) whose main difficulty is the
development of “communicative” and “linguistic competences” (“I
know I need to improve my ‘pronunciation’ and ‘grammar.’ I basically
do not know any ‘grammar’” [Teacher 7]). In many cases, teachers
become discouraged by their lack of progress in the achievement of
their ideal L2 self in spite of their “efforts,” and accepting the fact that
this goal takes “time” is one piece of advice given by one of the partici-
pants in order to overcome vulnerability issues (Teacher 9):

The enjoyment is not immediate because [teaching in English] has
been a challenge and it takes a “toll” on you on a daily basis. “Time” has
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helped. I have improved my English in these three years. But it has
been a challenge. So a more abstract mindset is required. You need to
take a more abstract perspective and consider it in the long run; the
enjoyment is not immediate. (Teacher 9)

Teaching in English requires substantial personal investment on the
part of the participants. It is an investment which does not bring any
economic, social, or institutional rewards in return. Furthermore, it
comes at a high “personal cost” as reflected by the frequent use of the
words “effort,” no “free time,” and “tiring” by the teachers, Teacher 5’s
opinion being very revealing in this regard:

The “personal cost” is extremely high in comparison with the person
who is next to you and is being paid the same salary and who presum-
ably does the same tasks in the department, right? I have to watch the
news at home, my TV at home, my readings, everything in English. . . .
Then you say, what am I getting myself into? It is all very well to believe
in the improvement of education, but I do not want to be thrown out
of my house. There has to be a balance. So, it gets to a point when I
don’t know whether all of this is worthwhile given the current incen-
tives. (Teacher 5)

The students’ discourse does not permeate visions of different kinds
of ideal L2 speakers. They do express that their goal is to become
“successful” and “fluent” “speakers of English” in a world where the
importance of English is unquestionable. Their reasons for wishing to
be “fluent” in English are varied and manifold: for their future “ca-
reers,” to be able to “communicate” with other people, to improve
their “curricula vitae,” to get an English competence “certificate,” and
to go on an “Erasmus” scholarship. They can easily envision themselves
as members of an “imagined international community” located beyond
the borders of their country where English is the main language at the
workplace. Even in the case of the only two students who express some
qualms about being part of this “imagined community,” they admit
that they will probably have to be part of it and will need to use Eng-
lish at work as well:

Yes, I also see myself working for a multinational company where Eng-
lish is required. Everything is becoming very big, and everything is
expanding and in general you will have to use one language or another
to “communicate” with people and that language is English. (Student
14)

I don’t see myself there, but I will probably have to because of the way
things are: more and more small businesses are closing down and the
internationalization is taking over. I suppose I will work for an interna-
tional company where English will be required. (Student 1)
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While the use of English is part of a work-related hypothetical sce-
nario in our students’ near future, it is already a reality in the “com-
munity” they currently belong to, as many have friends all over the
world with whom they “communicate” in English. The students’ per-
ceived importance of knowing English is translated in their desire to
keep on working on their English, and for the most part the activities
they engage in to improve their English competence are quite pleasur-
able: they listen to “music,” watch “movies” or “series” “in English.”

In addition to the academic reasons such as getting a “certificate”
because it is essential for the future, I also like listening to “music” “in
English,” and I watch TV “in English” more. (Student 6)

Therefore, the students’ investment to learn or keep up with their Eng-
lish does not appear to take an important toll on their personal lives.
In fact, their commitment towards English is not perceived as a bur-
den since the majority of the students envision taking classes in Eng-
lish in the future. Although taking classes in English also requires
extra “effort,” more “work” and “time” on the part of the students, not
only do they accept the fact that they will need to invest the extra “ef-
fort” (“Yes, you need to make a bigger ‘effort’, of course” [Student
1]), but some students are willing to do it: “Because the class is ‘in
English,’ you are more motivated to make double the ‘effort’ than in
Spanish; you are motivated to study double” (Student 3). They also
find the classes “in English” a novelty that is very much appreciated: “I
am more motivated to study history in English than in Spanish. In
Spanish it would be a drag, just like it has always been” (Student 5).
The students thus believe that the “effort” is worth it because they can
reap the benefits.

Research Question 2: How Is the Teachers’ and Students’
Ought-to L2 Self Component Manifested in EMI?

Table 2 includes the keywords identified in the participants’ speech
for the ought-to L2 self component as well as the two main conceptual
categories under which they are subsumed. The two categories are ex-
ternal pressure to be part of the MP, and the feared consequences which
may ensue if the participants do not take part in the MP.

The teachers do not feel any external pressure to take on classes in
English as part of their teaching load: “My department decided to par-
ticipate in the MP because we thought that it was interesting to offer
this option to the students. . . . I did not have any pressure to do it”
(Teacher 2). The reasons given had to do with (1) the traditional lack
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of importance attached to foreign language learning in Spain, (2) the
lack of competence in English, especially amongst senior teachers at
the UBC, and (3) the delicate balance with Basque as a medium of
instruction at an officially bilingual university:

Not knowing Basque may be more stigmatized than not knowing Eng-
lish. I think that it is not a stigma for a person not to know English,
and it is possible to work at university even though you may not know
one single word in English (Teacher 8).

Not teaching in English has some feared consequences for the teachers.
For example, access to international “opportunities” of work-related col-
laboration may be reduced and consequences can also be given at the “in-
stitutional” and the “student levels,” as Teacher 8 states:

There are many negative side “effects” of not offering classes in Eng-
lish. For the teachers, it takes a toll on the “opportunities” that they
have because the teacher who teaches in English gets involved in a
teaching dynamics that in turn lead to research that offers more possi-
bilities to him, especially in certain areas. But more importantly, I think
that not offering EMI has negative “effects” for the “institution” and
the “students.”

However, the feared consequences are not a sufficiently strong incen-
tive for the teachers to participate in the MP. By contrast, students are
bombarded with their “parents’” message regarding the importance of
English day in day out: “They are always telling me that English is
extremely important” (Student 6), and at times the “parents’” pressure
becomes too much for them: “They are a drag, a pest” (Students 12,
15). Hence, much of the students’ interaction with English results
from their “parents’” proactive decisions and actions. For instance,
some students report that their “parents” encouraged them to study
English from an early age (Students 1, 5); in another case the “par-
ents” enrolled their daughter in a private bilingual school (Student 4),
or they advised their children to enroll in the MP (Students 9, 11, 13).
Only in a few cases did the “parents” express some concern about the

TABLE 2

The Ought-To Self Component

External pressure The feared consequences

Teachers Professional development,
research, mobility,
internationalization

Institutional, student level effects,
opportunities

Students Parents, importance of
English, social/current
situation

Drawback, job, less qualified,
Erasmus, academic records,
curriculum vitae
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classes in English for practical reasons or the alleged added “difficulty”
of taking a subject in English (Students 3, 10), yet, interestingly
enough, the students did not follow their “parents’” advice and
enrolled in the classes in English anyway.

The other main external factor that impinges on the students’ deci-
sion to enroll in the classes in English is what the students refer to as
the “social situation” or the “current situation,” which is linked to the
prevalent place that English occupies in our society: “I enrolled
because of the ‘social situation’ because if I did not believe that Eng-
lish was necessary, I would not have taken the classes in English” (Stu-
dent 1); “For me it is mainly the ‘current situation’ and the
‘importance of English’” (Student 2). Therefore, the majority of the
students think that knowing English is essential for them as university
students and that it can place them in a favorable position in the “job”
market. Other factors that influence the students’ decision to take up
EMI are having friends who have enrolled in the classes (Students 5,
12, 13), being able to speak to people in their own language (Student
11), taking an internship abroad (Student 14), and becoming an
“Erasmus” student.

The consequences of not knowing English are all too clear for our stu-
dents. For instance, it is a “drawback” that may hamper their chances
of finding a “job” (“it closes doors” [Student 14]). Fellow students who
are not fluent in English are generally believed to be “less qualified.”
Finally, the majority of the students believe that while taking classes in
English in itself does not make their “academic record” better—”a pass
is a pass in English or in Spanish” (Student 15)—not having taken
EMI classes results in a less brilliant “academic record,” and undesired
consequences may follow.

In short, knowing English has become an important feature of the
students’ multilingual identity. This identity is shaped by the societal
(and parental) values of the community they are part of and which
are believed to lead to a good “job,” a better “academic record,” or an
“Erasmus” scholarship.

Research Question 3: What Are the Teachers’ and Students’
Reflections on the EMI Experience?

We approach the third research question dealing with the teachers’
and students’ EMI teaching/learning experience through the analysis
of two categories: the participants’ reactions to the use of English as a
medium of instruction and other issues that pertain to the EMI experience
itself. Table 3 contains the keywords for the two categories.
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With the exception of Teacher 8, for whom “English is more power-
ful to teach management than any other language I know because it
provides many resources to generate concepts and the concepts we
study were created in English,” the experience of using English to teach
is not a “motivational” drive for teachers in itself. In fact, the use of
English as a medium of instruction may be a burden as it may hamper
student “participation”:

Sometimes it does not matter which language you are teaching in . . .
it seems as if you were talking to the blackboard . . . and that is not
“motivating” at all. Perhaps it is even more “demotivating” if the class is
“in English” because you say to yourself: I am making this effort . . .
but it is just me doing all the talking. I am not more “motivated” in
one language than another. (Teacher 1)

Furthermore, teachers do not thrive in their classes “in English” as
teaching in English generates a complex emotional response in the
teachers, characterized by the presence of “stress,” “tiredness” (Tea-
cher 6) and “insecurities,” all of which may disempower them as the
main authority figure in the class (Teacher 11):

I need to concentrate harder. I finish my classes more “tired.” The
effort of having to concentrate, of trying to do it right and not making
a mess of one expression or the other is very “tiring.” (Teacher 6)

You are an authoritative figure. I feel tense because the chances of mis-
pronouncing a word, explaining a concept wrong are higher “in Eng-
lish” than in your own language. So it is more “tiring” for me.
(Teacher 11)

Consequently, teaching in English affects our participants’ teaching
practices and their sense of vulnerability, which may have both positive
and negative dimensions. The teachers’ sense of vulnerability is posi-
tive when EMI represents an opportunity to take a risk in their teach-
ing practices: “I wanted to push my limits, to look for more

TABLE 3

The Teaching/Learning Experience

Use of English as a medium of
instruction Other issues

Teachers Motivated, tiring, materials, actor,
stress, insecurity, speaking in
English, spontaneity

Group, participation, size of the
group

Students Effort, work, speaking in English,
speaking in public, insecurity,
nervous, teachers

Size of the group, speaking in
public, vocabulary,
pronunciation, teachers
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references, to lose the fear of structuring ideas and expressing them
in English” (Teacher 11). By contrast, the teachers’ sense of vulnera-
bility takes on a negative role when they feel constrained by the reduc-
tion in resources they can rely on in English and regret not having the
“spontaneity” they have when they teach in their first language (L1)
(Teacher 5). They also teach differently and their personalities may be
somewhat masked (Teachers 8, 13), a side effect which is not necessar-
ily bad.

Yes, I teach my classes in English and in Spanish differently. I think it
has to do with the psychological connection. When you speak in a lan-
guage that is not your own, since you do not command it 100%, you
are not capable of getting all its nuances and the connotations. You
might actually feel freer and you become a different teacher just by
teaching in a different language. (Teacher 8)

Besides, it is a role you play because the sense of being an “actor” is
much more marked when you teach in a language you are not fully
competent in. Well, at least that’s the feeling I have when I’m teaching
“in English.” There is more performance going on. (Teacher 13)

Yet, EMI has some positive aspects, such as being able to find “mate-
rial” in English more easily or having smaller groups: “The ‘size of the
group’ determines the rapport. They behave better in smaller groups.
In a ‘group’ of 8 students, they don’t check their mobiles or send
whatsapps like in the Basque ‘group’. They pay more attention, they
do more things” (Teacher 2). This helps the teachers to develop posi-
tive immunity and overcome the “stress” associated with EMI. However,
the one “motivating” factor that all the teachers mentioned, namely
having a good “group,” is not related to EMI:

The “group” “motivates” me, the rapport and dynamics within the
“group.” I am motivated by a good “group,” not the language itself.
(Teacher 1)

Generally speaking, students’ learning experience of EMI is good.
In fact, all students are happy with their classes in English and they
would even support an increase in the number of subjects offered
in English. Students appear to be able to deal with language-related
issues without difficulty for the most part. However, “speaking in
public,” especially when they do not have a chance to prepare their
public interactions, is uncomfortable for the majority of the stu-
dents, and the sense of uneasiness is increased if the class is “in
English”: “It may already be difficult to talk about a graph in Span-
ish, so what do I say now ‘in English’? Yes, I’m twice as ‘nervous’”
(Student 5).
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In addition, “vocabulary” and “pronunciation’ make students feel
vulnerable in EMI. In fact, students are very self-conscious about their
“pronunciation” skills and even more so of their peers’ reactions (Stu-
dents 1, 4, 5). As for the “vocabulary,” some students commented on
the problems posed by the technical or specialized “vocabulary” (“The
main difficulty about the History of Economics class is the technical
words, especially the economic terms, because you come across words
that you have never heard in your life and cannot remember because
they are strange” [Student 4]).

Yet, the use of English as a medium of instruction does not make the
subjects more difficult for the students. According to the students,
“teachers” take a lot of the credit for that, since they make EMI acces-
sible for them and act as a productive immunity mechanism. For
instance, some students appreciated their “teachers’” awareness of the
students’ gaps in English (“The ‘teachers’ are good ‘teachers’ because
they try to help you, to understand you and help you understand them
as well” [Student 1]), and they valued their “teachers’” efforts to make
language issues easier (“You need to make twice the ‘effort,’ but
Microeconomics has not been such a shock because the ‘teacher’
makes it very simple from the language point of view” [Student 4]).
Another element that provides students with a defense mechanism in
face of the strains of EMI is the smaller “size of the groups” in EMI: as
the classes are more intimate, they feel more at ease and they are
more willing to participate.

CONCLUSIONS

In this article we have drawn on the L2MSS as a theoretical frame-
work in order to see how the self-guides and the students’ L2 learning
and the teachers’ teaching experience interact with each other and
with other related constructs, an issue hardly tackled so far (Ushioda,
2014).

The analysis of the focus groups indicates that the ideas of identity,
investment, and imagined communities (Norton, 2016) resonate well
with EMI teachers and learners. Moreover, they fit in nicely with the
three components of the L2MSS and interact with each other in a
dynamic way. For our teachers and students, participation in the EMI
experience can contribute to their identity formation. The EMI experi-
ence provides them with a practice that shapes their multilingual iden-
tity (Henry, 2017), while at the same time their international identity
is evidently promoted (Lasagabaster, 2018).

The participants’ desired version of their future identities is driven
by their vision. The teachers’ accounts of what it means to teach in
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English in a multilingual context have reflected disappointment but
also achievements. In this regard, both teachers and students have a
strong ideal L2 self, but differences were found between the groups.

The attainment of the ideal L2 self is a challenge and requires sub-
stantial investment at a personal cost for teachers. In the case of the stu-
dents, however, the sense of it being a challenge or taking a personal
toll is not as marked for two main reasons. First, the urgency of the
investment required to achieve the ideal self is more pressing and imme-
diate in the case of teachers. Secondly, most of the activities students
enjoy doing in their free time take place in English (e.g., listening to
music, watching movies). Hence, the students have integrated English
into their lives more naturally than the teachers and, in fact, they are
accustomed to living in a globalized world in which English is the lingua
franca, as reflected in their daily activities. However, while teachers use
English in the work sphere, this does not come naturally in their private
lives. In fact, an EMI teacher’s ideal self encompasses an imagined pro-
fessional community that naturally gets by in English, whereas students
have a more holistic imagined community in mind, one that also con-
templates life outside university and diverse private spheres in English.

Neither EMI teachers nor students include the native speaker ideal
as part of their identities and ideal L2 selves. However, they still see
their English skills and accents as an obstacle that may hinder the
development of their multilingual identities. This is reflected in their
negative vulnerability, as they are afraid of the emergence of their lan-
guage deficiencies and limitations. However, and despite the consider-
able investment required of teachers and students alike, the
discussions reveal that our EMI participants are productively immu-
nized (Hiver & D€ornyei, 2017), which helps them to build environ-
ments that foster the development of their multilingual identities
while achieving an optimal motivational atmosphere leading to a
strong vision of their ideal selves.

Although the perception of TESOL as an economic investment
resulting in “capital gains and a better life” is widespread in the litera-
ture (Barkhuizen, 2016, p. 678), this is not the case among our EMI
teachers, who see EMI more as a cultural investment that both they
(EMI teachers and researchers) and their community (their students
and the university as an institution) need. However, it has to be men-
tioned that there is a clear divide between EMI teachers and students.
Whereas the former do not see their economic capital as having
increased (their participation in EMI courses does not confer any tan-
gible economic benefit) and underline the gains mainly as regards
symbolic capital, the latter make reference to both symbolic and eco-
nomic capital. It follows that the ought-to self component is more
prevalent in the students’ discourse than in the teachers’ in their
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decision to participate in the MP. Teachers do not feel any external
pressure to teach in English. Students, on the other hand, are very
much aware of their parents’ opinion on the importance of knowing
English, and follow their advice to take EMI courses. They are also
aware of the expectations derived from the characteristics of the job
market, and fear the consequences that may ensue if they do not
become proficient in English. Therefore, both the ideal self and the
ought-to self are more balanced in the case of students.

Both teachers and students feel more vulnerable in EMI situations.
However, the EMI experience provides them with some productive
immunity mechanisms that help them overcome their fears and stress.
In the case of the teachers, some of these mechanisms are inherent in
EMI, such as the fact that there is more learning material in English
than in their L1, that English is a powerful language to teach certain
subjects, and that the number of students is considerably smaller in
EMI groups. For the students, being in a small group eases the tension
of speaking in front of others in English and speaking in public. In
addition, their EMI teachers serve as a productive immunity mecha-
nism for them—in other words, the former help students overcome
language and content learning difficulties.

As for further research in EMI settings, we firmly believe that an
analysis of the interaction between EMI experiences and teachers’ and
students’ L2MSS in different countries would help to provide the nec-
essary tools to foster teachers’ positive vulnerability and immunity,
which should eventually help in the design and implementation of
more successful EMI experiences. Such an analysis of EMI contexts in
other parts of the world where there is also a preponderance of non-
native teachers and students would help to shed light on potential
motivational drives to be found, irrespective of the context. Since Eng-
lish is becoming the de facto language of instruction in many higher
education contexts the world over, we firmly believe that this is a
research avenue well worth pondering.
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