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ABSTRACT 

This study provides insight into the expectations and perceptions of the new English 

taught bachelor’s degree Global Sustainability Science at Utrecht University. An online 

survey was spread among the second year students to gain responses for a quantitative 

study. The results suggest that students are positive about the English instruction level, 

but do indicate areas of improvement. The findings from this study may contribute to 

the Native vs Non-Native Speaker teacher debate and can be used to enhance the 

perceived English level at GSS and Utrecht University. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 English-Medium Instruction (EMI) is seen as a necessity for universities to be able to compete 

in the globalisation of academia (Margić & Krstanović, 2015). The rapid internationalisation of 

universities means that more stakeholders are involved with the English language. When a student 

chooses to attend a university degree, he or she desires to be taught by someone who is both 

knowledgeable and effective in communicating the material (Wilkinson, 2013). Non-Native English 

speakers have been teaching university courses in English globally since the emergence of English as 

a lingua franca globally. The first research on this topic began to emerge in the early nineties, when 

it became apparent that there was a clear division between Native (NS) and Non-Native Speaking 

(NNS) teachers with regards to English language teaching (Medgyes, 1992). NS are perceived as more 

reliable for language teaching. Meadows & Marumatsu found that the issue of NS/NNS teaching is 

“just as salient to the non-English teaching domain as it is to the English one” (p. 104, 2005). However, 

the issue can be expanded further as NNS are also involved with other academic areas next to foreign 

language teaching. 

That part of the NS/NNS debate applies to Utrecht University (UU), as many courses are taught in 

English by NNS. This is due to the increased internationalisation of the university (Universiteit Utrecht, 

2016). The rapid internationalisation means that Dutch teaching staff now teaches in English more 

frequently. Stichting OER, a Dutch academic research institute, conducted a study about the English-

medium teaching used at the bachelor courses of UU (2013). According to their findings, 55% of the 

students that responded to their survey thought the English level of their teachers was sufficient 

enough to effectively teach the content of the lectures, whereas 17% thought it was below par. 

Various science based faculties from the university were included in the study. In the academic year 

2016-2017, a new degree with an English curriculum was added to the UU course guide. Global 

Sustainability Science is an interdisciplinary degree that is taught fully in English, by teachers who 

have previously taught these courses in Dutch. Both Dutch and international students are enrolled in 

this degree programme. 

Several students have indicated that the average English level of the degree is insufficient through 

personal contact with the author. Next to this, students have claimed the accents of the NNS teachers 

involved with the courses can be obstructing in their learning process. To gain better insight into their 

perceptions and expectations, a survey was spread among the first generation GSS students. This 

thesis encompasses all the findings of this survey and concludes with future recommendations to 

improve the level of English at GSS. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
2.1 English-medium Instruction (EMI) in the Netherlands 
The initiative to make English the lingua franca in Dutch universities came in 1990 from the serving 

Minister of Education, Jo Ritzen (Stichting OER, 2013). According to him, the Dutch universities 

needed to start implementing English as the main language of academia to be able to compete with 

the international research market. The trend to incorporate EMI “follows a long tradition of 

associating high levels of academic knowledge with the status of language” (Shohamy, 2012, p. 197). 

The increase in internationalisation through EMI is also necessary to attract domestic students 

(Coleman, 2006). By 1995, EMI only appeared at a very modest scale in Dutch higher education 

(Vinke, 1995) although the first research about the EMI topic started to be carried out in the 

Netherlands. Previous research about English as a foreign language in higher education had been 

conducted in the United States (Vinke, 1995). However, the context of these studies was not one 

where English was a foreign instructional language to both teachers and students, which applies to 

the Netherlands.  

The proponents and opponents of increasing EMI in Dutch universities have very contrasting 

positions. The proponents argue that EMI will make Dutch higher education more accessible to 

foreign students, as well as prepare Dutch students for an international career (OER, 2013; Roijmans, 

2017; Vinke, 1995; Wilkinson, 2013). Using English as the main language in academia will help both 

students and the universities participate in the international science environment. However, 

Philipson (2015) remains sceptical about the presence of a consensus about English as the “exclusive 

language of science” (p. 25). He is one of the sceptics of the increasing internationalisation of 

universities. One of the main arguments against EMI is the inevitable decrease in the domain for the 

L1 in higher education, and there are concerns that this may lead to loss of functionality of the L1 in 

other contexts (Coleman, 2006; Phillipson, 2015; Wilkinson, 2013). Furthermore, there are concerns 

that the content of the courses will not be acquired successfully because the foreign language serves 

as an obstruction in the learning process (Shohamy, 2012). This is supported by an experimental study 

at the University of Delft. Students who were taught in their L1, Dutch, scored higher on tests then 

those taught in their L2, English (Klaassen & Bos, 2010). This type of research has led to ongoing 

debate of EMI in higher education in the Netherlands. 

2.2 NNS teachers 
A Non-Native Speaking teacher, or NNS, is a teacher who does not teach a subject in their L1. It can 

be assumed that in the Netherlands there is a majority of natively Dutch in teaching staff at 

universities. There are some challenges that a NNS teacher may encounter. Not all teachers are 

sufficiently proficient in their L2 to teach at a C1 level, which is defined as “effective operational 

proficiency” by the CEFR and advised as the level teachers should have when teaching in higher 

education. Furthermore, Vinke (1995) found that the lecturing quality of NNS decreases when they 

teach in English: “a change of instructional language tends to reduce the redundancy of lecturers’ 

subject matter presentations, lecturers’ speech rate, their expressiveness, and their clarity and 
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accuracy of expression” (p. 145). However, Kling (2015) concludes that natively Danish lecturers are 

not worried about the weaknesses of being a NNS. Kling identifies a three step plan to which the 

participants of the study adhere: 

First of all, the lecturers appear to acknowledge and accept the language weaknesses that 

have been identified in their oral production, e.g. pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, word 

choice, etc. Next, the lecturers claim that they do not really care that much about particular 

aspects of accuracy in their production. They are willing to accept these aspects of their 

language proficiency as long as their content specific vocabulary is in place. And finally, the 

lecturers find that with experience, they can rely on compensation strategies to overcome 

any problems that might arise that can lead to a breakdown in communication. (p. 219) 

With regards to NNS content teachers in the Netherlands, Klaassen & Bos (2010) found that the 

English proficiency of the staff at Delft University of Technology varied greatly between levels of 

appointment from PhD to professor. However, they did not vary across faculties. They conclude by 

stating “the majority of the scientific staff have a language proficiency level at C1 of the Common 

European Framework of Reference” (p. 73). In the future, they will aim to lift this level to C2 to 

appease students. 

2.3 Students’ and Teachers’ experiences  
Students and teachers differ on the topic of what successful EMI entails. Kling (2015) and Klaassen 

(2010) found that experienced teachers who teach in a foreign language are finding this less 

challenging with time. This is mainly due to the decreased importance teachers give to native speaker 

norms, providing the discipline specific language is correct. However, students have a high 

expectancy from their teachers in both language teaching and content teaching contexts (Klaassen & 

Bos, 2010; Wilkinson, 2013). The reason for the difference in EMI teaching experiences can be 

partially explained by Roijmans (2017), who found in her BA thesis that students thought their own 

level of English was higher than that of their teachers. Next to this, students expect their language 

competency to improve even if this is not the purpose of the course (Wilkinson, 2013). However, EMI 

content lecturers’ have indicated that language learning is of secondary importance to them in 

content teaching (Airey, 2015). Finally, many students outside of the English language teaching 

context internalize the native-speaker fallacy, which results in shutting off of competent staff solely 

on their status as a NNS (Meadows & Muramatsu, 2007).  

The attitudes of students are central to this research paper. In a study from 2010, Klaassen & Bos 

claim that “students see the need for high levels of academic English proficiency” (p. 75). The catalyst 

for their research project was the complaints from students that were pouring in at the Delft 

University of Technology. They found the level of their teachers’ English insufficient for university 

level teaching. Students have expectations about the English at their university: “they expect to learn 

the content for which they have enrolled, and they expect their language competence to improve; 

they expect the content staff to speak and write reasonably good English” (Wilkinson, 2013). In a 

recent study conducted by Stichting OER (2012) at UU, a correlation was found between science 

faculty students who have more English in their curriculum and the distraction experienced by NNS 
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teacher’s accents. This applied to students at the veterinary and geoscience faculties the most (p. 

27).  

2.4 Research questions 
The literature review shows that there are challenges for both students and teachers with regards to its 

increasing presence in higher education. Utrecht University is also planning to become more international 

(Universiteit Utrecht, 2016) and one of the ways to do this is to add more English-taught courses to attract 

foreign students and improve the bilingual environment. In 2016-2017, a new EMI-based Bachelor’s 

degree called Global Sustainability Science was introduced. The degree is a fusion of two Dutch-language 

degrees that are no longer offered at UU. The curriculum is taught completely in English.  

The main purpose of this thesis is to gain insight into the current status of the level of EMI at GSS as 

perceived by students. In other contexts, teachers have indicated to give less importance to native 

speakers norms, but from the recent study at UU, geoscience faculty students indicated they found their 

teachers’ accents distracting. As the GSS curriculum is solely English, it is useful to investigate this 

relationship in more detail and discover potential areas of improvement. Due to time-constraints, the 

focus of this research will be on the students due to the fact that the author is a student at GSS. 

The main research question is as follows:  

What are the student’s perceptions of and experiences with the English medium instruction at UU 

bachelor degree Global Sustainability Science?  

To guide the research, three different sub-questions have been added: 

1. What are the attitudes of the GSS students to EMI in general?  

2. What are the students’ expectations of EMI at GSS? 

3. What are the students’ perceptions of the teaching staffs’ level of English?  
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3 METHOD 
 

The aim of this thesis is to analyse the level of English at Global Sustainability Science as perceived 

and experienced by the students. A survey was published online in a Facebook group that included 

all the possible respondents: second year GSS students. It is loosely based on surveys by Roijmans 

(2017) and Ling & Braine (2007). Ling & Braine specified they adapted their survey from the 

International Teaching Assistants questionnaire designed by Plakans (1997) which was “originally 

designed to measure American students’ attitudes toward international teaching assistants from 

various disciplinary backgrounds” (Ling & Braine, 2007, p.262). 

The survey is included in Appendix A. This chapter will focus on the method of the research: 

participant criteria, structure of the survey, and the tools and procedure. 

3.1 Participants 
The students that participated were undergraduate, second year GSS students. They were chosen as 

the test group for the following reasons. Firstly, there is only a limited number of students as potential 

participants, as GSS is a relatively new degree that started in September 2016. The current first-year 

students were excluded because they have only had limited experience with the courses and their 

teachers. This leaves the current second-year students as the participant group with the required 

experience. Another reason is that while the majority of this group are natively Dutch (81,7%), it also 

includes students from international backgrounds. About 8% of the total number of students at UU 

is international (Redactie, 2017). It is expected to grow to 10% in the next three years. This means 

the participant group is representable for the aimed student body of UU (Universiteit Utrecht, 2016). 

3.2 The Survey 
The survey consisted of 23 questions: 22 closed and one open question. The language of the survey 

was English. The majority of the closed questions were a Likert scale from one to six. Six, instead of 

five, was chosen to prevent students from picking a neutral option. The other closed questions asked 

students to give a rating between one and ten. One open question was included in the survey, to 

allow students to give examples of their experiences in the classroom. The survey was structured in 

four distinctive parts to gain as much insight into the expectations and perceptions the students of 

GSS. Because of the international nature of the degree, the first part of the questionnaire included 

questions about the respondent’s backgrounds (nationality, L1 and previous study programs) as the 

participant group was not homogenous. This was followed by the first part of the survey about the 

expectations of the students: there were four questions about the expectations of the English level 

as well as of the teaching level. The following part of the survey was the focal point of the research, 

namely the attitudes to English at GSS. It included questions about how important students rated 

several linguistic attributes (fluency, accent, speaking error-free) and the language that students 

interacted in with their teachers. Lastly, to assess students’ perceptions, they were asked to rate the 

overall level of English at GSS on a scale from one to ten. 
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3.4 Tools and Procedure 
A pilot version of the survey was filled in by two individuals and their feedback was debated in a group 

setting to improve the quality of the survey. Several questions were rephrased or omitted, but none 

were added. The survey (Appendix A) was shared online via a link in the Facebook group that all the 

possible participants are a part of. The survey took about five minutes to complete. Google Forms 

was used to collect the data due to the of accessibility and the researchers’ familiarity with the 

program. It is an online, freely available program widely used to collect data from surveys. A quick 

overview of the collected data was given on the Google Forms webpage to give an initial overview of 

the responses. The graphs were used to analyse the responses and draw conclusions to the research 

questions. Microsoft Excel was used to calculate the means and standard deviations. The results that 

were found will be discussed further in the next chapter. 
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4 RESULTS 
 

During the first week, 51 respondents were gathered via Facebook. A link to the survey was shared 

in the 2016-2017 Facebook group of the GSS students. The remaining 9 responses were gathered on 

the last day that the survey was online via personal contact. In total, 60 GSS students responded to 

the survey.  

This chapter will focus on the results of the survey. The first section discusses the expectations of 

students, followed by a sub-chapter on the perceptions. An overview of the responses will be given 

per question. The interpretation of the answers can be found in the next chapter. A complete 

overview of the results per question can be found in Appendix B.  

4.1 Background information 
The respondents consist of 65% female (N= 39) and 35% male (N= 21)(Q1). Of this group, 81.7% has 

the  Dutch nationality and the rest is from other different countries (Q2). Overall, the respondents 

rate their own level of English at 7.75 on a scale of one to ten with a standard deviation of 0.81, 

although 53.3% (N= 32) replied that they had ‘none/a few months’ of their previous courses in English 

(Q4). The respondents show an overall preference for English in academic contexts as can be seen in 

figure 1 below. Twenty-two respondents were in complete agreement with the statement and only 

one respondent answered a ‘3’, or slightly disagree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With regards to the future, the majority of the respondents (78.3%) answered that they thought an 

English taught bachelor’s degree would make them more capable in an international environment 

(Q8). It should be noted that there were only three options to choose from to easily assess why the 

test group thought an English taught degree was important.  

Completely disagree Completely agree 

Figure 1 Responses to a question about English in academic contexts 



9        Van Zeeland 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are results of the question whether the students deemed their own level of English high 

enough to succeed at university (Q9). What is noteworthy about the responses to this question is 

that one person did not agree with the statement and answered a two, whereas 90% (N= 54) 

answered a ‘5’ or a ‘6’. 

Finally, the students were presented with a statement about whether the fact that GSS is taught in 

English was a factor in their decision to do the degree (Q10). Although the majority of the 

respondents answered in agreeance, there were also students who largely disagreed and answered 

somewhat to completely disagree: 25% (N=15). An overview of the responses is given in the figure 

below.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, these results show that students are quite confident about their own level of English, even 

though the majority of them had non or very minimum EMI classes in the past. They deem English an 

Completely agree 

Figure 2 Responses to the question about confidence in English 

Completely agree 

Figure 3 Responses to a question about the perceived importance of an English taught 
degree 

Completely disagree 

Completely disagree 
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Figure 5 Overview of the expectations students have of the teaching staff 

important asset to their university experience and expect it to prepare them for a future in an 

internationally oriented environment. 

4.2 Expectations of English at GSS 

There were two statements regarding expectations of the level of English. The first was “I expect the level 

of English at GSS to be high”. Once again, the response to this was overall agreement: over 50% of the 

respondents answered with a ‘5’ or a ‘6’. Only 6.7% (N= 4) slightly disagreed with this statement and 

answered a ‘3’. An overview of the responses is given below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next question was aimed to discover the expectations that the students had of the teaching staffs 

level of English. To make the question as direct as possible and avoid misconceptions, the students were 

presented with the statement “I expect Native-English speakers as teachers of the courses”. The 

responses are shown in figure 5 below. The answers to this question are divided. There is a clear majority 

that neither strongly disagrees or agrees. However, there are several respondents that indicated to be in 

complete disagreement, ‘1’,  or complete agreement, ‘6’ with the statement. In conclusion, this means 

that students agree that they expect a high level of English at GSS. There is disagreement whether or not 

they expect NS teachers: more than 50% neither strongly disagrees or agrees. 

  

  

Completely agree 

Figure 4 Responses to a statement on the level of English at GSS 

Completely agree Completely disagree 

Completely disagree 
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4.3 Attitudes to components of oral teaching 
Three similar questions were formulated to gain further insight into how students value the different 

language qualities of teachers. They were about fluency, the presence of an accent and the ability to speak 

error-free. The results of the three questions are given in the graphs below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Not at all important Very important 

Figure 6 Responses to the fluency component of language 

Very important 

Figure 7 Responses to the presence of an accent in language 

Very important Not at all important 

Figure 8 Responses to the expectations of error-free teaching 

Not at all important 
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Several observations can be made of these responses: 

• Fluency is deemed the most important component out of the three: 86,7% replied with a ‘5’ or 

‘6’ on the scale which are the highest possible answers. 

• The majority of the students find the absence of an accent neither important or unimportant. 

Next to that, there is a spread in the other answers: two people answered that they thought this 

language ability was very important (6) in teaching, whereas three said that it was not at all 

important (1).  

• With regards to error, 63% indicated they thought speaking without errors was an either slightly 

important or very important teaching quality. The answers cluster around ‘5’, with an almost 

equal amount of answers to either sides of this answer. There were four students who indicated 

they thought speaking error-free was slightly unimportant.  

To summarise, students put the most value on the fluency of a teachers language, and the least on 

speaking without accent. Students also think speaking error-free is an important quality, but do not agree 

on this as strongly as with fluency. 

4.4 Attitudes to English at GSS 
This section of the survey consisted of six scale questions and one open question. The answers of the open 

question will not be presented here, but used as examples in the next two chapters. A complete overview 

of all the open question responses can be found in Appendix B (Q 18).   

Students were asked to rate the overall level of their teachers’ English by answering disagree, ‘2’, to  

completely agree, ’6’. Over half of the respondents answered a ‘4’, or slightly agree. Almost an equal 

number answered ‘3’ and ‘5. Four people did not agree with the statement and gave a ‘2’. Two people 

completely agreed with the statement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Completely disagree Completely agree 

Figure 7 Students perceptions of the teachers level of English 
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The following question was related to the comprehension of the English in lectures. An overview of 

the responses is given in the figure below. 86.7% answered a ‘3’, ‘4’ or ‘5’- which means a clear 

majority of the respondendent is between slight disagreement and agreement. However, this 

question places the students for an ultimatum: in theory this is a yes or no question. Each student 

will have interpreted this question differently. The mean for this question was 4.25, with a standard 

deviation of 1.04. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next survey questions asked students to agree or disagree with the statement “I can learn just 

as well from a non-native teacher as a native teacher”. This statement is to support a previous 

question about expectations. If a student indicates he or she can learn just as well from a non-

native speaker, the preference for a native speaker can be seen as irrelevant in content learning 

other than language learning. In this survey, 48% of the students answered ‘5’ or ‘6’. Only 11.6% 

answered a ‘1’ or ‘2’. The majority of the students agree with this fact, but there is a spread of 

answers. The mean for this question is 4.3 With a standard deviation of 1.37.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Completely agree Completely disagree 

Figure 8 Student comprehension of the lectures 

Completely disagree Completely agree 

Figure 9 NS/NNS learning ability of students 
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There were two questions in the survey about direct student/teacher interaction. It is important to 

note that this question did not apply to students who did not have Dutch as their L1. The first 

question was asked to find out whether or not the students communicate in English with their 

teachers when they are in tutorials. The answers are displayed in figure 11. The answers show 

variation among students. There is no clear side of the scale as with the other questions. Three, or 

slightly disagree, was answered the most.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next question in this segment was aimed at behaviour of the students, and seeing if they 

experience English as a barrier to speak to teachers personally. This is the only question in the survey 

that is negatively asked, and the answers on the scale are mostly on the left side of the scale (N= 22 

for completely disagree). However, 12% of the students indicated that they do feel less inclined to 

interact with their teachers (scores of ‘5’ and ‘6 ‘).  

 

 

 

  

Completely agree 

Completely agree 

Completely disagree 

Completely disagree 

Figure 10 English interactions between students and teachers 

Figure 11 Inclination of students to speak to teachers in the classroom context 
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The last scale question on this survey was to find out the perceived obstruction that English has on 

the students learning abilities. Similarly, to previous questions, the answers are quite positive. 80% 

of the respondents replied between a four and a six. The other twelve people are on the other side 

of the scale, where one person completely disagreed with the statement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of the survey, the students were asked to rate the level of English at GSS and overall grade 

on a scale of one to ten. The mean grade is 7.02, with a standard deviation of 0.91 in a range of 5 to 

9. 

In conclusion, the results from this segment of the survey show that students find the overall level of 

their teachers good and indicate they can understand their teachers in lectures most of the time. 

Most of the students agree that they can learn just as well from a NS and a NNS. The responses vary 

about whether students interact in English with their teachers, however, they agree that the 

instructional language does not obstruct them in interacting with the teachers. In the end, students 

do agree that English helps them in reaching their learning goals.  

 

 

  

Completely agree Completely disagree 

Figure 12 Responses to the question concerning whether or not English is seen as an 
obstacle 
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5 DISCUSSION 
 

The following chapter will focus on answering the sub-questions of the research question. The responses 

to the survey and supporting literature will be used in the discussion of each question.  

5.1 What Are Students Attitudes to English in General?  
There were several questions throughout the survey related to general attitude towards the English 

language. A majority of the respondents showed a preference for English in academic contexts (Q7). 

Furthermore, 78.3% of them said an English taught bachelor’s degree would make them more capable in 

an international environment. They picked this option over an advantage on the job market (18.3% voted 

for this option) or to get into the Master’s degree of their choice (3.3%). This question was closed instead 

of open to get more viable results. However, these questions show that the students have a positive 

association with EMI and believe it will help them in the future. 

The students rate their own level of English a 7.02 on a scale of one to ten with a small standard deviation 

of 0.91. This is interesting as the majority of them (53.3%) have indicated that they had none/a few months 

of study programs in English. The results of this question can be related to Q10, which is related to 

confidence in their level of English for university level. 30 respondents replied they are highly confident 

that their own level of English is high enough to succeed. However, MacIntyre et. al showed that students 

tend to overestimate their L2 level and self-efficacy (1997). Next, the students were asked if the fact that 

GSS is an English-taught Bachelor’s degree influenced their decision to start this degree (Q9). The response 

here is quite varied, which is to be expected. Global Sustainability Science is primarily a science oriented 

degree and language learning could have secondary importance to the students. The international 

students will most likely have given this question a higher rating as they have no other language options 

at Utrecht University.  

It is safe to conclude that students at GSS have an overall positive attitude towards, and give value to, 

English in classroom contexts.  

5.2 What are the students’ expectations of the teachers’ level of English? 
For this thesis, it is important to distinguish between the expectations and the perceptions of students. 

Therefore the students were given two statements (Q11 & 12) to determine their expectations of the 

English of the teachers involved with the courses. Students expect the level of English at GSS to be high, 

although there is debate how high this level should be. There is division between the respondents, but 

overall the answers are on the high end of the scale, between a ‘4’ and ‘6’.  

Interestingly, the respondents were divided on their expectations of NS teachers. The majority of the 

replies are ‘3’ or ‘4’ on the scale, which means they are quite neutral about the statement. However, there 

were also some students who said they really do expect NS, and students who said that they definitely do 

not. This means that not all students expect a NS level from their teachers. To gain further insight into 

specific expectations of language qualities, there were three questions that will be discussed in the next 

subchapter.  
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5.1.1 Attitudes to Different Teaching Components 
Questions 13, 14 and 15 were aimed at determining what language components students thought were 

important, which can also be seen as their expectations of the teachers. With regards to NNE teachers; 

fluency, accent and speaking error-free were the different components. There are many more 

components to language, but these three are deemed most applicable for successful learning from NNE 

teachers. The results show that fluency of English was quite important to the respondents: 25 individuals 

voted a ‘6’ (very important) and 27 a ‘5’ (important). This is interesting when contrasted with the results 

for question 15, which is about speaking error-free. Here, only 14 people voted for very important and 24 

for important. This shows that students value the fluency of a teacher more than their correctness. 

However, it brings into question how the students define these two components.  

The respondents were also asked to rate how important they thought it was that their teacher speaks 

accent-less. Previous literature shows that this is one of the biggest obstructions and irritations that 

students have during interactions with NNE teachers (Stichting OER, 2013; Vinke, 1995). The survey 

responses support this. The results show different attitudes towards the importance of accent-less 

teaching, with each option being chosen at least twice. It is important to take e different attitudes into 

account. It can be difficult to determine why there is a big division in opinions in this question. 

To conclude, students do not explicitly expect a NS teacher, but do value fluency and error-free speaking 

in the lectures. This coincides mostly with the characteristics of a C1 one level on the Common European 

Framework of Reference and is similar to near-native proficiency. 

5.3 What are the students’ perceptions of the teachers’ level of English? 
The students generally agree with the statement that teachers at GSS have a good level of English (Q16). 

There are 15 students who slightly disagree with the statement. It is important to keep in mind that the 

respondents are second year students who have had over one year of experience in the GSS courses, but 

not all of them have taken the same courses as the students have to specialize in a track. In addition, there 

are many different teachers and assistants guiding the courses, which means that not every student has 

been in contact with every staff member.  

Furthermore, the respondents were asked if they could always fully comprehend what the teachers say 

in lectures. This question is biased as it uses extreme words (always, fully) in order to obtain more 

opinionated responses. The individual respondents may interpret the statement differently. The response 

variation for this question might be due to the differences in language competence among the students, 

or their willingness to pay attention in lectures. There is also variation in answers about the difference 

between learning from a NS and NNS teacher. All different answers have been chosen, although more 

people indicate they agree with the statement they learn just as well from a NS as from a NNS. The answers 

to this question might be disputed because not all of the students have followed lectures from both of 

both types of teachers (Q5). Students indicate different things when asked if they interact in English with 

their teachers (Q20), however they agree that it does not obstruct them to interact with them because 

the instruction is not in their native language (Q21). Lastly, the students of GSS are positive about the 

English at GSS to achieve their own learning goals. This question was meant to measure if English is an 

obstruction to students, which the majority did not experience.  
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6 CONCLUSION 
 

In this chapter, the findings of the study will be summarized, limitations to the research discussed, 

and recommendations to improve the perceptions of English will be given. In addition, suggestions 

will be made for further research to gain more insight into this topic. 

6.1 Conclusion and summary 
The aim of this study was to discover the expectations and perceptions that the students of GSS have 

of the English teaching medium at their courses. Sixty students of the second-year class participated 

in an online survey, which is half of the whole class. The questions in the survey were varied to get 

much insight into the topic as possible. First, there were questions about the value students give to 

English as an academic language and the previous experience they have with it. Next, they were asked 

what they expected of the English level at GSS. Finally, there were multiple questions to determine 

the perceptions of the students. The results of this study contribute to the debate on NS and NNS 

teaching.  

One of the main findings of this study is that the students have a high expectation of the English level 

at GSS. They do not expect native English speakers, but have indicated that they think it is important 

that a teacher speaks fluently and without error. In the open question of the survey, students were 

asked to give examples of instances in lectures where they experienced some obstruction from the 

teacher’s language. Many of them mentioned accents and L1 interference, although in the scale 

question about accent-less speaking, the answers were more neutral. This means that a strong accent 

can be irritating to students, but no accent is not a prerequisite.  

Furthermore, students at GSS are positive about the level of English. They gave it an overall grade of 

7.02. They found their teacher’s English language level sufficient, although they were not extremely 

positive about it. They rated their own levels of English at an average of 7.75, which is higher than 

the overall level at the degree. This coincides with the research by Macintyre (1997) and Roijmans 

(2017), who both found that students tend to think their own level of English is higher than that in 

their surroundings.  Students were divided about the fact whether they could learn just as well from 

a NS as a NNS. Also, some students said they did not interact with their teachers in English at all, while 

some did. However, students did not feel less inclined to interact with their teachers because the 

instruction language is English. This could be due to the fact that the majority of the students can use 

Dutch to interact with their teachers.  

In conclusion, the present study shows that students are positive about the English level at GSS. 

However, students are quite critical of the level of their teachers, who are exclusively NNS.  

6.2 Limitations of the project 
There are several limitations to the study that should be taken into consideration. Firstly, there was 

only a limited amount of time available to prepare the survey and the literature review. The survey 

might have been better if it had been piloted by more people. The fact that the survey had scale 

questions was also a limitation. Both the values on this scale and the content of the questions might 
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have been interpreted differently by the respondents. Next, it could be debated if sixty students is 

representative enough. The students that responded are from many different nationalities, which 

made it difficult to generalise about the specific expectations and perceptions of these groups. 

Furthermore, in accordance with what Roijmans (2017) found, students seem to overestimate their 

own level of English, which might lead to biased answers. Lastly, there is a lack of background 

information about the language procedures of this degree. This causes a gap in the literature review 

and might affect the recommendations that are made in the next subchapter. 

6.3 Recommendations to Improve English at GSS 
With this study, it is possible to make viable recommendations to improve the student experiences 

at GSS. They indicate they are relatively satisfied with the English level as it is, although there is room 

for improvement. Firstly, it might benefit both the teachers and the students if there was a language 

program for the teaching staff. This might include language classes, conferences, or workshops to 

make the staff more aware of benefits of successful teaching in English. Margic & Krstanovic also 

identified this in their research, and suggest language assistance in the form of tests, training, 

proofreading of materials and supervision by foreign language experts (2015, p. 54). Next, the GSS 

lecture PowerPoints would occasionally be in Dutch or have Dutch phrases in them. Teachers fear 

that preparing lectures in a foreign language is more time-consuming, but they have to be made 

aware of the benefits (Margić & Krstanović, 2015). This also needs to be improved to enhance the 

experience of both Dutch and international students. An important component of effective teaching 

is legitimacy and authority (Meadows & Muramatsu, 2007), and this could be lost when the teacher 

has come unprepared to a lecture. Another key point of improvement is that students have indicated 

they do not speak English with teachers outside of the lectures. To resolve this, it would be wise to 

popularise EMI and make all stakeholders aware of the benefits and challenges. 

6.4 Further Research 
The research on this topic is limited to a specific cases and it is difficult to expand the results to other 

cases. It could therefore be beneficial to do this type of research on a larger scale at Utrecht 

University. It is certain that in the future, Utrecht University will keep internationalising due to 

pressures on different levels (Hultgren, Jensen, & Dimova, 2015). Continued testing will be necessary 

to maintain the high standards that UU has set. The NS/NNS is just a fraction of the problem that 

increased internationalisation brings with itself (Phillipson, 2015). This research provides insight into 

one of the EMI bachelor degrees at UU, but there are plans to introduce English-only BA degrees in 

Linguistics, Literary Studies, Celtic and English language studies. The NS/NNS issue plays a bigger role 

in language acquisition contexts (Meadows & Muramatsu, 2007). This study contributes to the 

general debate on NS/NNS teaching in academic contexts outside of language teaching. However, 

research need to be done to find the solutions both short term and long term. Further research would 

be more reliable if it included interviews with some of the students to gain better insight into their 

opinions and experiences. Lastly, it could be beneficial to do a practical experiment where two groups 

of students do the same test, but after a lecture from a NS and a NNS teacher.  
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APPENDIX A 
This appendix includes the original survey used for the study. 

Hello, 

First of all, thank you for partaking in the survey! This survey will take about 5-10 minutes and consists of 23 
questions. Please mind that you can only take the survey if you are currently a second-year student of Global 
Sustainability Science at Utrecht University. The responses will be completely anonymous. 
The results of this survey will be used in my BA Thesis at UU. The first part of the survey is background 
information, followed by the official questionnaire. If you have questions, feel free to send me a Facebook 
message or an email at clvanzeeland@hotmail.com. Thank you for participating! 

I. Background information 

Q1: What is your gender? 

o Female 
o Male 

Q2: What is your nationality? 

o Dutch 
o Other: ________ 

Q3: Which of the following is your mother tongue? 

o Dutch 
o English 
o Other: _______ 

Q4: How high would you rate your own level of English?  

 

Q5: Before you started GSS, how long did you previously have study programs in English? 

o None/a few months 
o One year 
o Between one and five years 
o Between five and ten years 
o More than ten years 

Q6: This previous study was in… 

o The Netherlands 
o Other: ________ 

Q7: I prefer English over another language in academic contexts. 

 

Q8: How will an English taught bachelor’s degree benefit you the most in the future?  
<Select the option you feel applies to you the most> 

mailto:clvanzeeland@hotmail.com
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o It will help me get into the Master’s program of my preference.  
o It will expand my options on the job market. 
o It will make me more capable in an international environment. 

 

II. Expectations of English at GSS 

Q9: The fact that GSS was in English was a big factor in my decisions to do this degree. 

 

Q10: I am confident my level of English is high enough to succeed at university. 

 

Q11: I expect the level of English at GSS to be high.  

 

Q12: I expect native-English teachers as teachers of the courses. 

 

 

III. Attitudes to English at GSS 

Q13: How important is it to you that teachers speak English fluently? 

 

Q14: How important is it to you that teachers speak English accent-less? 

 

Q15: How important is it to you that teachers speak English error-free? 

 

Q16: The teachers at GSS have an overall good level of English. 
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Q17: In terms of language, I can always fully comprehend what the teachers say in the lectures. 

 

Q18: Please give an example if this is not the case: 

______________ 

Q19: I can learn just as well from a non-native English teacher as from a native English teacher. 

 

Q20: I always have interactions in English with my teachers during lectures and tutorials. 
<NA to native English-speakers> 

 

Q21: I feel less inclined to interact with my teachers because the instruction isn’t in my native language. 
<NA to native English-speakers> 

 

Q22: English at GSS helps me to achieve my learning goals.  

 

 

IV. Grading the overall English Level at GSS 

Q23: On a scale of 1 to 10, please five the English at GSS an overall grade. 

 

 

  



25        Van Zeeland 

 

 

APPENDIX B 
This appendix gives an overview of the results from the survey. 

 

 

Q1  

Q2  

Q3  
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Q4 

 

Q5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Q6 
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Q12 

 
 

Q13 
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Q15 

 
 

Q16 
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