The New English Teacher in CLIL-ised EMI: How EMI Teachers Teach English Through Content
Abstract
English-medium instruction (EMI) is often framed as a content policy, yet classroom reality shows that EMI inevitably becomes English pedagogy: learners must access concepts, participate in interaction, and demonstrate disciplinary understanding through English. When this dimension is treated as incidental, English becomes a hidden gatekeeper that shapes participation, assessment outcomes, and students’ sense of competence. This article proposes Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)-ised EMI as a practical response that repositions EMI teaching as a form of language-sensitive content teaching. It argues that EMI teachers are becoming the “new English teachers” because they routinely perform multiple language-teaching roles inside subject classrooms, including mediating disciplinary language, designing interaction for participation, apprenticing students into disciplinary literacies, and translating assessment expectations. The article defines CLIL-ised EMI, explains why “language-neutral EMI” is pedagogically unsustainable, and outlines a set of high-leverage principles that can strengthen English learning while protecting content rigour. It concludes by discussing the professional and institutional conditions needed to support EMI teachers’ multi-role work without turning English support into invisible labour.
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Introduction
English-medium instruction (EMI), commonly defined as the use of the English language to teach academic subjects in higher education settings where English is not the primary language (Galloway & McKinley, 2022), is frequently introduced as a strategic choice: teaching academic subjects through English in order to widen access to global knowledge, increase internationalisation, and enhance graduate competitiveness (Lasagabaster, 2022; Richards & Pun, 2022). In policy language, EMI can appear deceptively simple. The medium changes, but the subject remains the subject. In classroom life, however, the medium does not merely “carry” content; it actively shapes how content is accessed, processed, and displayed. Students read disciplinary texts, listen to explanations, ask questions, negotiate meaning with peers, write assignments, and present arguments. Each of these activities is a language event, and in EMI settings that language is English, typically as a second or foreign language (L2).
For higher education providers advocating EMI, the most urgent implication is that EMI is not only a content issue; it is an English (L2) teaching issue, but one that is often unacknowledged. In traditional language programmes, English teaching is assigned to English teachers and supported by explicit curricula, assessment tools, and professional preparation. In EMI, English teaching still happens, but it becomes embedded, distributed, and frequently invisible (Gronchi & Hopkyns, 2025). Content teachers end up doing substantial L2 work: clarifying key terminology, rephrasing explanations, managing comprehension breakdowns, guiding students into academic writing, and coaching presentation skills (Rifiyanti & Dewi, 2023; Velilla Sánchez, 2022). Yet these practices are often framed as “extra help,” rather than as core pedagogical labour.
This invisibility creates a practical contradiction. Institutions may insist that EMI is “content teaching in English,” while classroom evidence shows that students’ success depends on their ability to operate in English in specifically disciplinary ways (Gülle, 2024; Saldo et al., 2025; Sudana et al., 2023). Learners may understand the concept but cannot express it fluently enough to be recognised as competent. Students may remain silent in class not because they lack ideas, but because speaking publicly in L2 feels risky and costly. Assessment outcomes may reflect English control as much as conceptual mastery, sometimes without transparent acknowledgement (Pun et al., 2025). When these patterns persist, English becomes a hidden gatekeeper: it filters who participates, who is seen as capable, and who receives educational opportunities.
This article argues that a constructive response is not to deny the L2 dimension of EMI, but to design for it. Specifically, it proposes Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)-ised EMI as a pragmatic orientation that treats EMI as language-sensitive content pedagogy. CLIL-ised EMI does not require every EMI programme to become full CLIL, nor does it require content teachers to transform into conventional EFL teachers. Instead, it recognises a shifting professional reality: EMI teachers are becoming the new English teachers, not by replacing language specialists, but by performing multiple English-teaching roles inside content classrooms (Hu & Hashim, 2025). The central aim is to make those roles visible, principled, and sustainable, so that English becomes a resource for thinking and learning rather than a barrier to being recognised as able.
Problem Statement: EMI as “Unofficial English Teaching” and the Risks of Language-Neutral Assumptions
The core problem is that EMI is often implemented with a language-neutral mindset. Under this mindset, students are expected to “pick up” the English they need while studying the subject, and teachers are expected to deliver content while maintaining English as the medium (Lai & Idris, 2025; Ramesh, 2023). In practice, this produces three recurring risks that directly concern English teaching and learning.
First, language-neutral EMI can produce unequal access to meaning. Disciplinary texts and lectures are dense, compressed, and conceptually layered (Danielsson & Selander, 2021; Ting, 2023). When English proficiency varies, students do not experience the same lesson. Some can follow the argument and use language to refine understanding; others spend cognitive effort decoding vocabulary and syntax, leaving less capacity for conceptual reasoning (see Kamal et al., 2024; Tien, 2023). Over time, what looks like a difference in ability may be a difference in linguistic access. The subject becomes harder not because the ideas are beyond students, but because the language pathway to those ideas is unstable.
Second, language-neutral EMI can narrow participation opportunities. In many EMI classrooms, students learn quickly that speaking English publicly carries risk: mistakes may be interpreted as ignorance, fluency may be rewarded more than insight, and hesitation may invite impatience (see Alkhateeb & Alhawsawi, 2023; Nguyen & Tran, 2022). As a result, classroom talk often becomes dominated by a minority, while others withdraw. This is not merely a social issue; it is a language-learning issue. If participation shrinks, students lose the interactional practice through which L2 development and conceptual clarification typically occur. Silence then becomes both a symptom and a cause of slower growth.
Third, language-neutral EMI can distort assessment validity. If students are assessed through English-heavy tasks without careful scaffolding and clear criteria, the assessment measures a blend of content mastery and English performance (Hultgren et al., 2022; Pun et al., 2025). Students who understand content but cannot produce discipline-appropriate English may be under-graded. Conversely, students with stronger English may appear more conceptually competent than they are because they can present ideas persuasively. In such cases, EMI assessment does not simply evaluate learning; it shapes who is allowed to progress.
These risks are intensified by a professional misalignment: EMI teachers are doing English teaching work but often without a language-teaching mandate, training, or recognition (de Zarobe, 2020). When English support is treated as optional, it becomes inconsistent. When it is treated as the teacher’s personal responsibility, it becomes invisible labour and leads to burnout (Deniz et al., 2025; Swai, 2023). A sustainable solution therefore requires reframing EMI as a site of L2 pedagogy and explicitly recognising EMI teachers’ multiple roles as “new English teachers” within disciplinary spaces.
Theoretical Framework: CLIL-Ised EMI and the EMI Teacher as the “New English Teacher”
CLIL-ised EMI provides a conceptual language to reframe EMI from a policy about medium into a pedagogy about learning conditions. It begins from one simple claim: in EMI, English is not an external add-on to content learning; it is the medium through which content becomes accessible and demonstrable (Breeze & Guinda, 2021). If that claim is accepted, then English teaching is not a separate activity that occurs elsewhere; it is already embedded in the content classroom.
Within this paper, CLIL-ised EMI refers to English-medium content teaching that is intentionally designed to support students’ English (L2) development for disciplinary learning, participation, and assessment performance. Its primary emphasis remains content teaching, while language teaching is secondary and enabling (Hu, 2023)—it is mobilised to make subject learning accessible and assessable through English, rather than to pursue language growth as an independent curricular goal. The key term is intentionally. Many EMI teachers provide language support spontaneously (e.g., quick vocabulary glossing, on-the-spot paraphrasing, translation bursts) (Lai & Idris, 2025; Licaros et al., 2024; Muttaqin, 2022), but CLIL-ised EMI treats language support as planned pedagogy rather than emergency repair. It also emphasises that the target is not generic English improvement, but disciplinary English (Hu, 2023)—the language resources that allow students to explain processes, justify claims, interpret evidence, and present knowledge in the genres valued by the subject. In this sense, CLIL-ised EMI differs from traditional EMI, where language development is typically assumed to occur incidentally and is rarely specified as a pedagogical aim (Sahan, 2024), and it also differs from hard (content-driven) CLIL, where the dual focus is more formally articulated and language objectives are more systematically built into the curriculum and assessment (Ikeda et al., 2022).
This definition has a direct implication for teacher identity. Under CLIL-ised EMI, EMI teachers can be described as the new English teachers because they routinely perform language-teaching functions that have traditionally been associated with English specialists (Custodio-Espinar & López-Hernández, 2021; Pérez Cañado, 2021). Importantly, this does not mean EMI teachers must teach English comprehensively. It means they teach the English that is necessary for successful engagement with their discipline, and they do so through pedagogical moves that are recognisably part of L2 teaching.
In CLIL-ised EMI, the EMI teacher’s “new English teacher” identity can be understood as multi-role work (Hu & Hashim, 2025; Moncada-Comas & Block, 2021). As a disciplinary language mediator, the teacher helps students access the key terms, phraseologies, and meaning relations that the discipline requires, not as isolated vocabulary but as tools for reasoning. As an interaction designer, the teacher builds classroom routines that make it safer and more likely for learners to speak, ask, and challenge in English, because L2 talk is a pathway to both learning and language growth. As a disciplinary literacy coach, the teacher apprentices students into how the field reads and writes, helping them produce English that “counts” in the discipline rather than English that merely sounds fluent. As an assessment translator, the teacher makes expectations for disciplinary communication visible, so students know what successful performance looks like and how language contributes to it. Finally, as an equity gate-opener, the teacher’s design decisions determine whether English functions as a bridge to knowledge or as a filter that restricts access.
Seen this way, CLIL-ised EMI is not simply a blend of two labels. It is a reallocation of pedagogical responsibility: the English-teaching burden does not disappear in EMI; it moves into content classrooms and becomes distributed across teachers. Recognising EMI teachers as new English teachers therefore has two purposes. Pedagogically, it clarifies what must be taught for students to participate meaningfully through English (Belskaya, 2021). Professionally, it makes visible the labour and competence involved in language-sensitive content teaching (Ahmed, 2025).
Implications for L2 English Teaching in CLIL-Ised EMI: High-Leverage Principles for the “New English Teacher” Roles
If EMI teachers are new English teachers, the practical question becomes: what does responsible English teaching look like inside a content lesson without turning the subject into an English class? CLIL-ised EMI addresses this by prioritising high-leverage principles that directly support learning while remaining feasible for content teachers.
A first principle is making the language demands of content tasks visible. In many EMI classrooms, objectives are conceptual (“understanding the process,” “analysing the case”), while the language needed to perform those objectives remains implicit (Kamal et al., 2024; Nguyen et al., 2024). CLIL-ised EMI treats this implicitness as a problem (Hu, 2023). When students are asked to compare two theories, they need comparative and evaluative language; when asked to interpret data, they need cautious claim-making and evidence-linking language; when asked to argue, they need stance, justification, and counterargument resources. The teacher’s English-teaching work here is not extensive language-as-form instruction; it is selective foregrounding of the language that unlocks disciplinary meaning and performance.
A second principle is scaffolding meaning-making and scaffolding output, not only input. EMI teachers often focus on comprehension support, such as explaining terms and paraphrasing lectures (Lai & Idris, 2025; Licaros et al., 2024; Muttaqin, 2022), but students frequently fail at the level of production: they understand but cannot express. CLIL-ised EMI therefore treats output as planned. Students benefit when they are given models of disciplinary talk and writing, when expectations are demonstrated through exemplars, and when they can rehearse language moves in low-stakes tasks before high-stakes assessment. This is classic L2 pedagogy inside a content frame: practice is structured so learners can focus on ideas while gradually expanding English resources (Zhang et al., 2024).
A third principle is designing interaction so English talk becomes a learning tool rather than a performance test. In language classrooms, teachers routinely design turn-taking and participation structures to widen talk. In EMI, the same logic is necessary but often absent (Sahan, 2024; Velilla Sánchez, 2022). CLIL-ised EMI asks EMI teachers to treat interaction as a core English-teaching site. Participation can be widened through sequences that move from private thinking to pair explanation to small-group negotiation and only then to public reporting. When the pathway to speaking is gradual and predictable, more students take the risk, and the classroom becomes a richer environment for both language and content development.
A fourth principle is recognising strategic multilingual mediation as a bridge into English, not as a failure of EMI. Many learners use their full linguistic repertoires to secure meaning: they clarify concepts with peers in a shared language, annotate readings bilingually, or draft ideas before expressing them in English (Dafouz & Smit, 2022; Gülle, 2024). When these practices are punished, learners either hide them or lose efficient routes to understanding. CLIL-ised EMI legitimises multilingual mediation when it serves a clear learning purpose and when it ultimately supports English disciplinary participation. For English teaching, this matters because it reframes multilingual resources as part of how learners reach higher-quality English output, rather than as competing with English.
A fifth principle is aligning assessment and feedback with disciplinary communication. In CLIL-ised EMI, the teacher’s role as assessment translator is central. Students need to know whether English will be graded, what aspects matter, and how language relates to disciplinary success (Hultgren et al., 2022; Pun et al., 2025). Fairness improves when rubrics foreground clarity of reasoning and discipline-appropriate communication, and when language feedback is positioned as developmental rather than punitive. This is also where the identity of EMI teachers as new English teachers becomes most visible: they are not simply marking answers; they are evaluating communication in disciplinary forms, and they must therefore teach what those forms look like.
These principles also highlight a key boundary: CLIL-ised EMI is not asking EMI teachers to teach everything. It asks them to teach the few language resources and interactional structures that are most consequential for students’ ability to participate and demonstrate learning. This “small but powerful” approach is essential for sustainability, because EMI teachers already operate under strong curriculum pressures. Without a high-leverage focus, English support becomes either superficial or exhausting.
Conclusion
CLIL-ised EMI foregrounds an educational reality that is often softened by policy language: EMI is already English (L2) teaching, but it is frequently unofficial. When language is treated as neutral, English becomes a hidden gatekeeper that shapes access to meaning, participation in classroom life, and the fairness of assessment. In this context, the professional identity of EMI teachers is changing. They are becoming the new English teachers because they mediate disciplinary language, design interactional pathways for L2 participation, coach students into disciplinary literacies, and translate assessment expectations into teachable communication practices.
This article has argued CLIL-ised EMI offers a pragmatic framework for making that new English-teacher work principled rather than accidental. It defines CLIL-ised EMI as intentional language-sensitive content teaching, not generic English instruction and not diluted content. It also proposes high-leverage principles that strengthen L2 learning while protecting disciplinary rigour: making language demands explicit, scaffolding output as well as comprehension, designing interaction to widen talk, using multilingual mediation strategically, and aligning assessment with disciplinary communication.
The final implication is that “English teaching” now increasingly occurs outside traditional English classrooms. If EMI continues to expand, the field cannot treat this as a side issue. The pressing question becomes how to prepare, support, and recognise EMI teachers in their multi-role identity so that English operates as a bridge to disciplinary understanding rather than a barrier to being seen as capable. When that recognition is in place, CLIL-ised EMI can shift EMI from a language policy into an educational practice that is both academically rigorous and linguistically inclusive.
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