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Abstract: The specific focus of this paper is to uncover the students’ perception on 

English language use as the medium of instruction (EMI) in the teaching and 
learning at Physics International Class Program (ICP), State University of 
Makassar. The paper describes the students’ reason and expectation choosing 
ICP rather than regular one, their difficulties, as well as their language 
achievement. The data was collected using semi-structured interview to nine 
of third-year physical students in the program. The interviews were conducted 
in the language that the participant felt comfortable using (Indonesian) and 
recorded about seven to nine minutes each students. The analysis follows the 
qualitative content analysis described by Miles and Huberman, (1994): that 
is, themes were coded and categorized into the needs of the research, and 
patterns in the themes were identified and during this process, interpretations 
of these arrangements were made. The result of this study indicates that EMI 
in ICP helps some students to improve their English especially in writing, 
reading and vocabularies although some others are still experiencing 
difficulties in the teaching and learning process. Therefore, program 
development is still necessarily required in ICP in order to maintain its 
quality. Furthermore, the result of this study is expected to be a consideration 
for the continuity program in the future for a better service of its all aspects 
and to be a positive contribution for the next researcher who wants to conduct 
deeper research related to this topic. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The fact that English is currently considered as the main international 
language is indisputable in all aspects of international life – trade, science, 

diplomacy, education and travel. In the aspect of education, Nohora & Habte-Gabr 
(2008) point out that English as Foreign Language (EFL) in the classroom context 
plays a larger role in the development and improvement of language skill. The 

simultaneous learning occurs because content along with language skills are equally 
prioritized as opposed to other forms of instruction such as English for Specific 

Program (ESP) or English for Academic Purpose (EAP). In higher education of 
institution, the demand of this course is continuously increasing, not only in English 
speaking countries, but also in many countries where a number growing of higher 

education institutions choose EMI (Jordan, 1997; Kennedy, 2011; Hu & Lei, 2014). 
Hu & Lei (2014) continues that this particular approach to integrating disciplinary 
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and language learning is not new but has its antecedents in several form of language 

education found in other educational contexts. 

In Vietnamese context, EMI has been mandated in a number of Vietnam’s 

universities as part of government’s National Foreign Languages 2020 project  
Nguyen, Walkinshaw, & Pham, 2017). Furthermore, in Korea, the importance of 
English fluency has been attracting many universities which decided to expand the 

use of EMI in order for students to be specialized in both certain knowledge and 
English (Kim, Son, & Sohn, 2009). In Taiwan, similarly, therefore to gain a 

competitive edge at global higher education, Ministry of Education of Taiwan 
embarked promotional campaigns for EMI, and it was welcomed by many 
universities which began to insert EMI into the subject curricula offered in tertiary 

schools (Huang, 2015). 

In Indonesian context, Lauder (2008) mentions that English is also 

increasingly used as a medium of instruction in schools and universities.   
Kirkpatrick (2014) assists that English remains an optional subject at primary level, 
and used as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) for math and science, theoretically from 

primary 4, but, in effect, and often from primary 1 in International Standard School, 
known as Sekolah Bertaraf International (SBI). However, due to the strong push 

from various parties in and outside education sector that schools were unprepared 
for EMI and teachers have low competence for that, some schools are no longer 
labeled as “international standard schools” although the teaching-learning activities 

are conducted using English (Anita, 2017).   

At tertiary level, even though no specific EMI policy or rule has been 

implemented, larger universities have been offering this modes of delivery in their 
undergraduate programs — “international programs” for instance, in a private 
university of Indonesia, EMI policy has been introduced and implemented since the 

second semester of 2011/2012 academic year (Floris, 2014). In Jambi University, 
this international program was formerly known as International Standard Science 

Teacher Education (PGMIPABI) established in 2010 after the letter of DIKTI 
human resources director No. 2345/D4.2/2009 was issued and enacted, but stopped 
in 2013 due to legal action aborting the program.  In the same year, the program 

was re-established under different name “Superior Science Teacher Education” 
(PGMIPA Unggulan) (Susanah, 2017). In other part of Indonesia, Yogyakarta, 

universities that offer EMI for undergraduate programs are Gadjah Mada 
University, University of Atma Jaya Yogyakarta, and University of 
Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta (Anita, 2017).  

In East Indonesia, the State University of Makassar also applies this learning 
model. The establishment of International Class Program (ICP) is regarding the Act 

of the Republic of Indonesia No. 20 year 2003 that a national education system 
should ensure equal opportunity, improvement of quality and relevance and 
efficiency in management to meet various challenges of local, national, and global 

lives; therefore it requires well-planned, well-directed, and sustainable education 
reform. The rector of the university welcomed this International Standard School 

through Decree of Rector UNM No. 5052A/J38.H/HK/2007 by opening bilingual 
class on five study programs named mathematics, biology, physics, geography and 
chemistry education. English becomes the major medium of instruction of these 
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four majors, but Bahasa Indonesia as mother tongue is still used in delivering the 

courses since lecturers might encounter constrains to explain the scientific concept 
and provide clear arguments about the principles of the concept (Hu & Lei, 2014), 

and the students might confront difficulties in acquiring the specific concept in the 
course (Susanah, 2017). Therefore, there is still need for further research into 
students’ attitudes towards EMI implementation, especially towards their reason 

and expectation choosing the ICP class, their difficulties, and their language 
achievement. As these aspects become the paramount significance in successful 

implementation of EMI in classroom, this study aims to explore how the students 
perceive towards the use of EMI to provide potential insight into lecturers, program, 
and the university. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Perceptions of EMI are evident in studies conducted in different global 

context. In Italia, for example, Rowland & Murray (2019) found that both students 
and lecturers felt positive about the experience of EMI. In addition to this context, 
flexible attitude is used to encourage the students to be more comfortable with EMI 

and less anxious, and embrace opportunities to practice their English. However, in 
heterogeneous context, professional development for lecturers is still required to 

enable them to adjust language and content to ensure comprehensibility. In Turkish 
context, the lecturers convey that they support the idea that Turkish provides deeper 
and clearer understanding in terms of the content of the lesson, and they have no 

concerns related to EMI in higher education such as the resources provided in 
English although they agree that EMI can promote learners to be more successful 

in terms of both their academic and social environments and their business lives 
after university (Başıbek et al., 2014). Supporting this, Ekoç (2018) also concludes 
that the students favored English medium instruction as a result of instrumental 

motives no matter how challenging they assume or find it to be; however, they 
believe that some alterations to the way in which EMI is provided are necessary.  

In Australian non-Anglophone tertiary contexts, Dang and Vu (2019) 
reveals untold stories of non-native English-speaking background academic about 
their teaching experiences of EMI. The study discovered multiple challenges facing 

the academics and strategies they applied to adapt English, as a mediational tool, to 
effectively mediate their teaching. In the other words, EMI is used as a pedagogical 

tool where in the implementation, they need to adapt to their students as audience 
and objectives of learning and teaching process. Furthermore, in Croatian academic 
context, the students’ expectation regarding the standard of teaching performance 

tends to disapprove the lecturers’ proficiency (Tatzl, 2011). As for this, the lecturers 
in University of Rijeka have been concerned about teaching standards to assure the 

quality of EMI through a program called language development for EMI developed 
by Margić and Vodopija-Krstanović (2018). 

In Asian context, the growing interest of EMI research follows the growing 

need for English as a key to global communication, relations, and information. In 
China, for example, Kong & Wei (2019) who examined the learners’ attitude 

toward EMI by a particular group of stakeholder found three major themes 
emerging from responses on the auxiliary questionnaire: perceived language-
related benefits of EMI, perceived non-language-related benefits of EMI, and 
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prerequisites for EMI. However, based on the sociobiographical variables (e.g. 

gender), the students with EMI experience scored nearly the same as the students 
without EMI experience. This leads EMI widely perceived as a social desideratum 

by students with or without EMI experience in China. Regarding the challenges in 
implementing EMI in the teaching-learning process, in Vietnamese context, the 
rapid spread of EMI does not imply success. The prerequisite for EMI – lecturers’ 

language abilities, students’ language competence and learning styles, pedagogical 
issues, and resources availability (Vu & Burns, 2014) – challenges the lecturers to 

apply proper techniques and methods in delivering the material to encourage 
students’ participation in the classroom. In Korean context, EMI policy is adopted 
with the belief that EMI would help to develop students’ English skills and thus 

enhance their international perspective. However, a study conducted by Kim and 
Yoon (2018) found that EMI-class students demonstrated less level of satisfaction 

than the Korean Medium of Instruction (KMI)-class students although some 
students from both classes found EMI is helpful for developing their English ability. 

The study of EMI in Indonesian education has been attracting the local 

researchers since the International Standards Schools was introduced although its 
practice has been ended now (Walker et al., 2019). The fact that Indonesian 

universities adopted EMI through an international class program to take advantage 
of global opportunities, it has been considered the solution to the problem of 
students’ and teachers’ low proficiency in the English language (Ibrahim, 2001). 

Baa (2018) found that even though the lecturers have limited English proficiency, 
lack of sufficient of bilingual materials and English environment at the campus, 

they are still motivated to explore more challenge materials and activities for 
teaching (Sultan et al., 2012), and thus the students also have benefitted in terms of 
confidence and fluency in English. Furthermore, EMI was generally perceived to 

be satisfactory to the students (Sultan et al., 2012; Zacharias, 2013; Rahmadani, 
2016) although they prefer the use of Bahasa Indonesia to that of English to 

understand and learn the subject (Haryanto, 2012; Rowland & Murray, 2019). The 
preference of local language use is in accordance with Floris (2014) who found that 
EMI teaching put the majority of the students into the burden when they need to 

respond in English. This, moreover, becomes the main concern for the university 
administrator who should select EMI teachers carefully since teachers in charge in 

such programs need both language and pedagogical competencies in explaining 
complicated terms and concepts in simple and clear words. 

A number of educators and researchers have pointed out that students’ 

beliefs play an important role in motivation, selection of learning strategies, and 
learning in general (Horwitz, 1988; Oxford, 1989; Fox, 1993; Green, 1993; 

McCargar, 1993; Kern, 1995; Mantle-bromley, 1995) Foreign language teachers 
need to keep this in mind when planning classroom activities, and that teaching 
activities need to be perceived in the learners’ minds as conducive to learning. 

Therefore, following these recent studies, this paper is not to criticize or to judge 
the policy related to the program applied in the university where this research is 

conducted, but to describe the learners’ perception on this EMI program called 
International Class Program (ICP) in terms of their reason as well as their 
expectation choosing the program, difficulties, and English language achievement 



English as Medium of Instruction at Physics International Class  Program ... |19 

Vol 2, No. 1, 2020 

at Physics International Class Program of State University of Makassar, South 

Sulawesi. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This research took place in Physics International Class Program of State 
University of Makassar at the beginning of 2018/2019 academic year. It was 
intended to explore the students’ responses towards the EMI program called ICP in 

the university. Having been studying for two years in the program when this 
research was carried out, nine students of fifth semester, 6 female and 3 males, were 

purposively assigned to be the participants of this research. This participant 
selection was, moreover, fit with their learning achievement, TOEFL score and 
their willingness to participate to yield information rich-case. 

This study applied qualitative research design which lies on participants’ 
viewpoints and holistic analysis on what are described in the viewpoint (Fraenkel 

& Wallen, 2008). The data were collected through semi-structured interview where 
the interviewer has a clear picture of the topic that need to be covered, but is freed 
to develop the topic (Heigham & Croker, 2009). The interviews were conducted in 

the language that the participant felt comfortable using (Indonesian) and recorded 
about seven to nine minutes each student. The interview questions followed the 

interview protocol that was adopted from Baa (2018). 

The collected data were transcribed, translated by the researcher and 
analyzed following the qualitative content analysis described by Miles and 

Huberman (1994): that is, themes were coded and categorized into the needs of the 
research, and patterns in the themes were identified and during this process, 

interpretations of these arrangements were made. To assure the response validation, 
the transcription and the interpretation made by the researcher were verified to the 
participants.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

The findings of this study consist of three main points obtained from semi-

structured interview of nine respondents. It describes the students’ reasons and 
expectations choosing the program and their perceptions about their English 

improvement and difficulties or challenges during their study in the program.  

Students’ reason and expectation choosing ICP  

Five students admitted that they chose ICP program due to their willingness 
to learn both Physics and English. The following excerpts depict the students’ 

responses toward the question. 

Interviewer : Why did you choose ICP rather than regular program?   

Student 1 : I chose ICP program because I love English, and I want to 
improve my knowledge in physics. So, in SBMPTN I chose this 

program because I get two benefits, studying English and 

Physics. 
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Student 2 : I chose Physics International class program because I want to 

learn not only Physics, but also English. I love studying English 
and physics since I was in senior high school, but my parents 

wanted me to be in science department. So, when I found this 
program, I was very happy that I could fulfill both my interest and 

my parents’ willingness. 

Student 3 : When I saw this program in the website, I did not realize that it 

was International class program. I thought it would be very 
interesting learning physics while trying to improve my English  

when I found that. 

Student 7 : I think ICP is different from another program. I like physics and 
English, so I was excited to learn them at the same time, and here 

I am now.  

Student 8 : I choose international program  because when I was senior high 
school, I loved physics so much because my teacher thought me 
very well, then I also liked  English, so I think international 

program is the best way to transform my passion. 

The excerpts above indicate that the students choose ICP where EMI is 
implemented because of their interest in learning both Physics and English. It 
provides them an opportunity to fulfill their interest not only in Physics but also in 

English. As they learn Physics theoretically and practically, they can also get new 
knowledge about English especially English for specific purpose and practice the 
knowledge they get in the field when finishing their study. Furthermore, Physics 

has become main object of their study, but at the same time English is a fundamental 
language that can make their study more challenging. This is in line with 

Demirbulak (2011) and Huang (2015) who also found that main reason to study at 
EMI program was its medium of instruction to strengthen their English ability and 
professional knowledge.  

On the other hand, implementation of realities can have unexpected 
outcomes. Some responses to the interviewer’s questions signpost that the students 

have an ideal vision of the benefits of having good English as physics students, and 
high expectation for the program. Another important fact revealed by their 
statements is that the implementation of the program does not seem to go with their 

expectation; they criticize their class for being still dominated by Bahasa Indonesia. 
Below are their responses. 

Student 1 : This year, I mean recently, lecturers who used to teaching English 
seldom use English anymore. And as for ESM (English Subject 
Method), it was active in the beginning of our study, from 

semester 1 to 3, but now it is not. I hope it will be activated again. 

Student 3 : Earlier, English was used just for 2 semesters. From then until 

now, it is no longer used. 
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Student 4 : Sometimes, I think this program does not meet our expectation. 

Not all lecturers speak English, only some, and neither the 

students. 

Regarding how the program has been implemented so far, the students seem 
dissatisfied with the domination of Bahasa use in the teaching and learning process 

despite the lecturers’ ability to deliver the materials in English. Despite their 
admission that it is not easy learning physics through a language which is not their 

mother tongue, they highly expect to be in a real bilingual class, a class dominated 
by EMI. This EMI preference deals with Kim et al. (2009) who stated that the 
majority of students at Yonsei University in Korea preferred to have EMI classes 

only in English to improve their English at their first two year of college. Contrarily, 
Haryanto (2012),  Kim and Yoon (2018), and Rowland and Murray (2019) in their 

findings related to the EMI use claim that students were favorably disposed to the 
use of local language in lecturers, especially in the case of difficult subjects or 
concepts. Supporting this, Floris (2014) added that EMI teaching put the majority 

of the students into the burden when they need to respond in English. 

The dissatisfaction leads the students thinking that this ICP has no difference 

with the regular program. The student 2 said: 

I think the lecturers who are teaching in ICP should have good capability, so 

we don’t feel the same as the regular program. It seems that there is no 

difference between Physics ICP and regular Physics.  

The statement, moreover, implies that some lecturers do not meet the 
requirements in terms of English language proficiency. The same study, but 

different major conducted in this university, verified this finding that one of the 
three major obstacles in the program implementation is the lecturers’ low English 
proficiency (Vinke, Snippe, & Jochems, 1998; Kyeyune, 2010; Manh, 2012; Vu & 

Burns, 2014; Baa, 2018).   

Students’ difficulties  

Based on the interview conducted, the students commented that studying 

Physics in English is very interesting since it challenges their language skill and 
their knowledge about the language. It is not easy to deal with specific terms 
(meaning, pronunciation, and the use) that they have got in the lecturing. There are 

some factors why it happens among the students, such as language proficiency, lack 
of knowledge about the language, and motivation to learn the language. Abutalebi, 

Cappa, and Perani (2001) conclude that language proficiency seems to be the most 
important factor affecting the bilingual language system. Studying bilingual 
(English and Indonesian) in Physics seems to be challenging enough for those 

students whose English does not meet the level of the subjects. And thus, it is even 
worse when they are not provided facilities or program that can support their 

learning.  

Of 9 students, 5 agreed that their limitation of vocabularies becomes the 

major challenge in the program. One of the students commented that: 
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Student 6 : Yeah, English in physics is so different from English in another 

subject, in another major I mean, so there are some vocabularies 
that are different from other subjects. This causes me difficult in 

learning physics. 

It is important to note that by joining this program, the students are expected 

to familiarize certain vocabularies sustained with physics concepts that can ease 
them to comprehend physics-related texts. However, this expectation does not meet 

with the fact that lacking of vocabularies is one of the big problems for the students 
in this program. Another finding of the study shows that students were not fully 
confident in their ability to understand the knowledge concept or content related the 

subject due to their limitation of vocabularies (Rowland & Murray, 2019). This 
verifies the finding of this study that limited knowledge and practice of daily 

vocabularies affect the students’ English skill. The interview results of student 4 
and student 8 indicate that limited vocabularies influence their understanding about 
the EMI courses explained by the lecturers. 

In addition, the technical terms whose meaning and use are different from 
general words make their works even more difficult. Student 5 said that “Physics is 

already difficult and English makes it more difficult.” Similarly, several studies 
conducted in different context found that the students in their study reported much 
language difficulty in the discursive construction of knowledge in English 

(Fortanet-Gómez, 2012; Ball & Lindsay, 2013; Cots, 2013; Al-Mashikhi, Al-

Mahrooqi, & Denman, 2014; Hu & Lei, 2014). 

Students’ English language achievement 

Although, in some different contexts, students prefer L1 as medium of 

instruction (Haryanto, 2012; Dafouz, Camacho, & Urquia, 2014; Floris, 2014; Kim 
& Yoon, 2018; Rowland & Murray, 2019), EMI is still perceived beneficial beyond 
the English-language-related gains (Sultan et al., 2012; Zacharias, 2013; 

Rahmadani, 2016; Kong & Wei, 2019). In the context of this study, three main 
aspects of the language that, according to the students, have improved during their  

two years of study. The aspects are vocabulary, writing, and reading. Although 
some students mentioned limited vocabularies become their difficulties, two 

students, however, had different opinion. Student 1 and student 2 said that: 

Student 1 : I get new vocabulary and of course it is different from daily 

conversation, for example: “gaya” we say “style”, but in physics 

we say “force”.  

Student 2 : I think my vocabulary gets improved. 

Student 1 and 2 think that their vocabulary gets improved during their study 

in ICP. The different meaning of some terms in general and specific cases make 
them realize that their vocabulary improves as they learn it in this program. Not 

only do they learn that from their lecturers, but also from the physics books they 
have read. It can be interpreted that they probably would not know those terms if 
they did not enroll in ICP. General meaning of some terms can be easily understood 

and used as long as we know the meaning, but the specific meaning of the 
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vocabulary in ESP has to be really learnt intentionally to understand the use since 

it will have different meaning as it is understood from its general meaning.  

The other three students explained that as they have got some tutorials in the 

beginning of their study, their skill in writing improves, and as their writing skill 
improves, their understanding of the grammar use follows. Below are their 

responses: 

Student 3 : I think all aspects improve. But, the specific ones are probably my 

grammar and ability to write because they are mostly practiced 

in ESM (tutorial program). 

Student 5 : It seems to be writing 

Student 9 : Yes, it helps me improve my grammar and writing in English. 

As it is known that grammar is one of the important aspects that should be 

considered in writing (Heaton, 1988). The understanding of grammar will help 
someone to construct a good or even complex sentence that describes a good writing 
skill. Furthermore, the tutorial that they got previously helps them in writing their 

task since some of their lecturers give them task in English. 

Meanwhile, the other 4 students who were asked about what aspect of their 

English improve during their study in ICP answered that reading is the most 
improved skill. Their reading improves since most of references to read are in 
English. It motivates them to read as it is the only way they obtain information. The 

following are their comments: 

 Student 4 : It is reading because the experimental report is written in English, 

so we need to read more. 

Student 6 : Reading. The resources are mostly in English, so I encourage 

myself to read more. 

Student 7 : My reading skill. The program requires us to read a lot of English 

books. 

Student 8 : Reading aspect 

The finding of this session shows that EMI program gives the students 
contribution of their English achievement. This result is supported by Hernandez-
Nanclares and Jimenez-Munoz (2017) who found that students believe to have 

improved across the board, particularly their pronunciation and understanding of 
specialized texts or vocabularies. In addition, Sultan et al. (2012) also points out 

that the EMI students achieved a higher frequency of English language use, and a 
more positive attitude toward English and higher motivation to learn English. 
However, Rowland and Murray (2019) argue that EMI is more time-consuming for 

students in terms of reading course material and listening to lecture recordings 
multiple times. Therefore, the teacher’s attitude to errors in English and to Italian 

use is quite flexible, and this appears to be a significant factor for students to feel  

comfortable with EMI.  
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CONCLUSION 
The results of the study demonstrate that the majority of students in this ICP 

enrolled the program just to fulfill their interest in both English and Physics. This 

expectation has not been fulfilled since the expectation of EMI use seems to be not 
implemented well. In addition, some programs that should have been conducted to 
support the students’ learning process are not effective in its implementation due to 

the lack of lecturers who are able to teach in it. On the other hand, the students 
conveyed that lacking of vocabularies and motivation in improving their English is 

because of unsupported condition provided by the program. However, there are 
three main aspects of the language that, according to the students, have improved 
during their two and a half year of study which are vocabularies, writing and 

reading. Therefore, the result of this study suggests that program development is 
necessarily required in ICP in order to maintain the quality of it. The three main 

points discussed previously should be considered by the program stakeholder in 
order to provide a better atmosphere and to achieve its goal as an international class 
program.  

This study has investigated students’ perception enrolled in Physics 
International Class Program where English is used as the medium of instruction; 

thus, its results may not be applied to ICP students at other departments of ICP at 
UNM or in other university that apply EMI. In order to make these implications 
more generalized, it will be necessary to conduct expanded studies with similar 

research goals, for instance, students’ perception on EMI which is applied in other 
department at UNM and at other Indonesian universities that use EMI.   
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