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With the advancement of globalization, English as a key resource for knowledge, business, and culture has become increasingly important in higher education. This study aims to explore the challenges of English education in the process of internationalization of higher education in Asia, especially in China. This study systematically reviews relevant literature associated with Asian countries, focusing on the impact of English-medium instruction (EMI) courses on student performance in China, Japan, and Central Asia. The findings indicate that while English education provides students with broader international communication opportunities, it also poses challenges in terms of cultural identity and academic performance. Furthermore, changes in policies and practices have had a profound impact on the experiences of teachers and students, especially in the context of international schools and education centers.
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1 Introduction

English education plays an important role in internationalizing higher education in Asia. Under globalization, policies, and practices of internationalization in higher education generally recognize the significance of English in generating, circulating, and disseminating knowledge (Dimmock and Walker, 2005). At the same time, internationalization in higher education has prompted the growth of English-taught courses and partnerships with overseas universities in most Asian countries. As Asian higher education places increasing emphasis on English, the language is being leveraged more by Asian countries and institutions as a resource for commerce, politics, knowledge, and culture.

However, rapid socioeconomic changes have posed major challenges for 21st century higher education (Shin and Harman, 2009). Issues in Asia-Pacific and globally have drawn research attention (Le Ha, 2013). Previous studies have explored different interpretations and rationales for the role of English in higher education internationalization across Asia. For example, Shimmi and Yonezawa (2015) examined how cultural identity formation and risks have materialized under internationalization policies and practices in Japan. They also highlighted the challenges faced by top Japanese research universities in retaining global status. Experimental English-medium instruction was found to have initial negative impacts on student outcomes in Central Asian universities. A study by Nurshatayeva and Page (2020) reported lower GPAs, reduced graduation probabilities and more course failures. Factors influencing international students’ cultural adaptation were examined in the context of Malaysia by Shafaei et al. (2016). Based on Berry’s cultural adaptation framework, they studied the effects of individual characteristics like gender, region of origin, marital status, education level as well as predictors such as English proficiency, media use and post-graduation plans. Scholarship availability, reputation and geographical/cultural proximity emerged as key attractors for Thailand’s growing higher education enrollment, according to Snodin (2019). However, the literature tends to privilege native English-speaking country experiences over those from developing countries. Insights can also be drawn from studies in South Korea and Japan (Park et al., 2022; Itoi and Mizukura, 2024). However, existing literature lacks integration across Asian countries and overlooks contributions from China. The current study aims to address this gap by analyzing policies and practices across multiple Asian countries (e.g., China, Japan, South Korea) to understand the role of English in higher education internationalization.

Through reform and opening-up over 40 years, China has achieved outstanding successes in higher education internationalization including strengthened educational cooperation, emerging models like Confucius Institutes and dual degree programs, regional mechanisms, and evolved policies supporting inbound student mobility (Lien and Miao, 2023). China’s experience thus provides valuable insights into facilitating Asian higher education internationalization. While studies on foreign language education in Chinese higher education provide insights into challenges facing internationalization in China, literature on the subject lacks systematic reviews. Therefore, this study systematically reviews the development of educational internationalization in China and other Asian countries, and challenges in foreign language education, through a systematic review. With the accelerating process of economic globalization, the tide of higher education internationalization cannot be ignored. Internationalization presents both opportunities and challenges for the development of Chinese higher education. This study aims to explore challenges facing higher education. It further seeks to refine research on challenges in Asian higher education, particularly foreign language teaching. A systematic search of relevant databases was conducted based on predetermined criteria. Studies published in English that evaluated challenges and practices regarding internationalization across Asia, with a focus on China, were included.

The review synthesized findings from 13 empirical studies. Key themes that emerged included insufficient English language proficiency hindering intercultural exchanges, limited experience abroad for students and faculty, lack of targeted programs and policies supporting internationalization, imbalanced inbound-outbound student mobility, insufficient institutional support systems, and perceived cultural risks like loss of identity under expanding English-medium instruction.

Recommendations proposed enhancing English education, diversifying international partnerships, expanding exchange programs, scholarship incentives, cultural training, capacity building for international offices and bilingual instructional resources. Limitations and directions for future research were also discussed. This systematic review offers a consolidated perspective on achievements, persisting issues, and strategies relevant to Asian nations seeking to navigate opportunities and overcome challenges in internationalizing higher education.



2 Internationalization of higher education in Asia


2.1 The global expansion of higher education

The global expansion of higher education has been marked by a substantial increase in access and enrollment rates worldwide. Some of the previous studies attribute this growth to factors such as rising middle-class populations, government initiatives, and the growing recognition of education’s importance in the knowledge economy (Alexander, 2020; Chakraborty, 2021; Cantwell et al., 2023). Internationalization has been a key driver of higher education expansion. However, some argues that despite overall growth, inequalities persist in access to higher education, particularly in low-income countries and among marginalized populations (Reinders et al., 2021; Mello, 2022). Geibel (2020) highlight the increasing mobility of students, faculty, and programs across borders. While traditional destination countries like the United States and United Kingdom remain popular, new regional hubs are emerging, particularly in Asia and the Middle East. Mello et al. (2023) explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on internationalization, noting that while physical mobility was temporarily disrupted, it accelerated the adoption of virtual exchange programs and online international collaborations. The rapid advancement of technology has played a crucial role in the global expansion of higher education. The global expansion of higher education has been facilitated by the proliferation of technologies that have increased access beyond traditional campus boundaries. Yu et al. (2024) examined how Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and other forms of online learning have significantly expanded educational access. However, some studies caution against an over reliance on technology alone. Quaicoe and Pata (2020), Aydin (2021), Afzal et al. (2023), and He et al. (2024) highlighted issues such as the digital divide and need for quality assurance and digital literacy training for both students and faculty in online education models.

As higher education expands globally, ensuring quality standards has become increasingly important. Carvalho et al. (2023) discussed the challenges of quality assurance in cross-border education and the need for international accreditation frameworks. Other studies have focused on issues of sustainability in the context of expansion. Wang et al. (2024), for example, analyzed English teachers’ motivation in Macau’s higher education post-pandemic while Xu and Sukjairungwattana (2022) examined questions of funding sustainability. Varghese and Panigrahi (2023) reviewed various models of financing including public funding, private investment and cost-sharing, emphasizing the need for student support initiatives to promote equity and social justice.

The globalization of economies and societies has enabled the global integration of higher education systems. Ng (2012) noted how marketization and internationalization policies have supported the expansion of higher education in emerging Asian giants like India, China, Indonesia and Malaysia. Ardakani et al. (2011) highlighted how international academic networks, conferences, student/faculty exchanges can enhance global visibility and reputations of institutions, attracting more resources and opportunities. Thi Thu Le et al. (2024) discussed the important role of internationalization in promoting cultural understanding, education quality, workforce skills and research in the current Asian context. According to Ng (2012), implementing internationalization is crucial for universities, students and development across Asia.



2.2 Impact of foreign language education on internationalization

Dlaska (2012) lays the groundwork for understanding the development of modern foreign language curricula in higher education and their role in supporting internationalization agendas. This provides important context for how language education policies have evolved. Rose and McKinley (2018) analyze Japan’s Top Global University Project, which indicates a shift toward more flexible and unique forms of English language education in Japanese universities compared to past approaches. Their results demonstrate how language policies are changing at the national level in response to internationalization. Building on this, Hellmich (2018) emphasizes the importance of foreign language education for developing deeper cultural understanding between countries. This links language learning to broader internationalization outcomes around cultural exchange and competence. Meanwhile, Dang et al.’s (2013) study examines the use of English as a medium of instruction in Vietnamese higher education as a response to internationalization and pressures to boost English proficiency. Their analysis of an EFL teacher training program illustrates how global influences can shape language teaching practices through various factors.



2.3 The internationalization of foreign language education in China

Due to its size and connectivity to other economies, China’s internationalization efforts have significant implications both domestically and globally. Consequently, China has been selected as a focus country, as it has prioritized expanding its presence and influence in international education in recent decades.

Research on foreign language education in China has examined a variety of areas relevant to internationalization. Studies have focused on language policy, cultural identity, and socioeconomic impacts within the nation’s diverse ethnic and regional contexts. Language is closely tied to expressions of cultural identity. Liu (2023) discusses how language acts as an important constituent in constructing ethnic identity. Foreign language policies in particular have been used to shape understandings of ethnicity under different historical and geopolitical circumstances. Liu’s research illustrates how more open language policies may contribute to national prosperity.

Exploring such linkages between language education and cultural dimensions provides insights into internationalization within China. Foreign languages impact socio-cultural understandings as well as economic mobility. Foreign language education in China has not undergone systematic planning but has developed in adapting to constantly changing socio-political circumstances, meaning it is largely determined by political, economic, and educational motivations (Li, 2007). Currently, major defects in English learning in China lie in English teaching curricula, autonomous learning, and the education system. For Chinese foreign language learners, autonomous learning skills and self-regulation are crucially important for effectively applying language in real contexts (Huang X. et al., 2024). Hu et al. (2024) examined the evolving challenges of English education policy. They found that the focus has shifted from developing students’ basic and practical skills to now emphasizing deeper research abilities and solving real-world problems through education. The researchers provided policymakers with a more robust and thorough understanding of English education policy issues. This greater insight allows decision-makers to better accommodate educational needs and face challenges in the current globalized context.




3 Methods

This systematic review was conducted on the basis of the framework of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta Analyses (PRISMA) (Haddaway et al., 2022). By taking advantage of PRISMA flowchart, this systematic review outlined the selection process of literature for inclusion and exclusion. Through selection, high quality articles can provide comprehensive insights into Asia education internalization.

Based on the literature review, the present study addresses the following research questions:

What are the challenges faced different Asian countries, and how can they seek a balance between maintaining local cultural identity and implementing English-medium instruction models, especially in managing the policy, implementation and capacity building challenges of internationalizing higher education?

To gather and analyze all eligible literature, during June 2024 to July 2024, a list of keywords like “Chinese education internalization” or “English education” “higher education internationalization in Asia” were employed to search for related literature.

The inclusion and exclusion criteria used are as follows:

Inclusion Criteria: (1) Studies employ rigorous, well-structured research designs and are written in academic English. (2) Studies provide sufficient information needed to conduct a systematic review, such as details on methods, participants, measures, results, etc.

Exclusion Criteria: (1) Studies not written in English. (2) Studies that fail to provide adequate information to be included in a systematic review. (3) Studies that cannot be accessed or retrieved in full text.

Any studies meeting the above inclusion criteria and not excluded based on the exclusion criteria will be considered eligible for inclusion in the systematic review. This establishment of clear inclusion/exclusion standards aims to ensure only relevant, high-quality sources are analyzed (Yu et al., 2024). The flowchart (Figure 1) shows the research method employed for article selection.
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FIGURE 1
Flowchart of the literature filtering process.


Based on the exclusion criteria mentioned in the flowchart, a total of 13 relevant studies were selected from the initial pool of 267 articles identified from Scopus. The 13 studies were analyzed in detail to find about the types of language interaction and impacts. By establishing a rigorous methodology, systematic reviews minimize bias in the selection of studies and facilitate rigorous data synthesis and analysis across multiple qualitative and quantitative investigations. This analytical approach allows researchers to uncover patterns and trends within and across studies on a topic. Additionally, systematic reviews play an important role by identifying gaps in the existing research literature, thus guiding opportunities for future study. Given their comprehensive and unbiased analysis of all available high-quality evidence, systematic reviews provide valuable insight for both researchers looking to advance scientific understanding as well as practitioners and policymakers seeking reliable evidence to inform decisions. Their structured methodology yields robust conclusions regarding a research question or issue. For these reasons, systematic reviews have become influential in fields from education to healthcare to public policy (Liu and Xu, 2024).



4 Results and discussion

This section presents an analysis of the findings from selected studies on the challenges and opportunities related to higher education internationalization in China and Asia (Table 1). The issues identified across the studies in the first subsection are categorized into policy, implementation, capacity building, sociocultural, and research and assessment challenges. The second subsection offers insights and recommendations for addressing these challenges, focusing on strategies to enhance the effectiveness of internationalization efforts, including balancing global engagement with local needs, enhancing English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) programs, and cultivating regional cooperation.


TABLE 1 The details of included studies.
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4.1 Challenges in China and Asia

All the selected studies have discussed the challenges in China and Asia. These challenges are classified into the following categories:

Policy challenges: Managing external influences while maintaining national identity (Henry Osokpo et al., 2021).

Operationalizing SDG connections and global frameworks in national contexts (Jon and Yoo, 2021; Teter and Wang, 2021). Developing coordinated strategies and partnerships (Ryu and Nguyen, 2021).

Implementation challenges: Developing strong talent mobility ecosystems while managing brain drain/gain (Qu and Dai, 2024). Ensuring quality over quantity in EMI programs and content learning (Galloway et al., 2020). Coordinating expansion while ensuring program quality amid massification (Jung, 2020).

Capacity building challenges: Developing globally competitive English language programs and faculty proficiency (Gundsambuu, 2019). Addressing quality, access and institutional capacity issues across diverse systems (Bakhru, 2019). Sustaining participation in regional initiatives and optimizing benefits (Munusamy and Hashim, 2021).

Sociocultural challenges: Overcoming inward-looking tendencies of youth (Yonezawa, 2020). Standardizing qualifications while reducing cross-border mobility barriers (Bakhru, 2019).

Research and assessment challenges:

Understanding phenomenological impacts of policy changes (Poole and Qin, 2024). Measuring diverse functions and developing meaningful outcome indicators (Williams and Bentley, 2021). Establishing effective monitoring mechanisms (Teter and Wang, 2021).



4.2 Suggestions for handling the challenges of internationalizing higher education

The review revealed several key challenges to higher education internationalization in Asia, especially in China, particularly related to EMI implementation, balancing global and local needs, and coordination across diverse systems. Based on these findings, several suggestions emerge for addressing the challenges. For example, we can conduct further qualitative research that engages with multiple stakeholders could help develop a richer understanding of the phenomenological impacts of policies on the ground (Poole and Qin, 2024). Strategic frameworks that sensitively integrate local needs and traditions with priorities for global engagement may help balance external influences with national identity (Henry Osokpo et al., 2021). By leveraging university-industry-government partnerships through incentive programs could help strengthen ecosystems conducive to talent mobility while mitigating issues like brain drain across dynamic conditions (Qu and Dai, 2024; Gundsambuu, 2019). Moreover, Qu and Dai (2024) consider adaptation of transnational education models leveraging digital technologies and blended learning may facilitate continued engagement amid changes to the global environment. Implementing coordinated quality assurance frameworks including systematic accreditation and qualifications recognition mechanisms could help surmount barriers to regional student and faculty mobility while enabling comparability (Bakhru, 2019). Flagship programs delivered in English with appropriate linguistic support infrastructures may attract strategic international enrollment and collaboration (Gundsambuu, 2019; Yonezawa, 2020). Forging cooperative regional agreements around key issues such as recognition of qualifications, mobility schemes, and harmonization of cross-border data standards could help address coordination challenges resulting from systemic diversity (Bakhru, 2019; Williams and Bentley, 2021). Capacity building networks and targeted knowledge exchange initiatives may also help mitigate variability in institutional quality (Bakhru, 2019; Jon and Yoo, 2021). Coordination of indicator development through multilateral platforms could support more holistic monitoring of internationalization progress overtime (Williams and Bentley, 2021). Sustained financial support paired with evaluation may aid implementation of comprehensive strategies optimized to diverse national and institutional contexts (Munusamy and Hashim, 2021; Jung, 2020). Regional consortia may increase Asia’s competitive position through collective strengths (Teter and Wang, 2021).

In addition to the challenges identified, the review reveals a notable trend toward the adoption of English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) across various Asian countries. EMI programs have been implemented with mixed results due to the desire to enhance global competitiveness and attract international students and faculty. Institutions have increased their international visibility and collaboration opportunities, but they have also faced significant challenges for both students and faculty. Due to insufficient English proficiency, many students have difficulty comprehending and participating in EMI courses (Huang Y. et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2024), potentially negatively impacting their academic performance and overall learning experience. The quality of education is also compromised when faculty members are unable to deliver content in English effectively. As a result of these findings, it is evident that comprehensive language support systems and professional development programs are essential to the success of EMI programs.

Also, the review indicates that internationalization efforts are closely intertwined with the preservation of cultural identity in a complex manner. There is an increasing concern among Asian higher education institutions about the erosion of local languages, cultural values, and traditional knowledge systems as they strive to internationalize. China and Japan, which have strong cultural traditions, are particularly aware of this tension. According to the findings of this study, successful internationalization strategies require striking a delicate balance between global engagement and local relevance. For example, developing curricula incorporating international perspectives while preserving local cultural elements, implementing bilingual education models, and developing intercultural competencies among faculty and students could be part of this process. Further, the review stresses the need for contextualizing internationalization initiatives according to the unique needs and characteristics of each country or institution, rather than using a one-size-fits-all approach to internationalization. As policymakers and institutional leaders navigate the complex landscape of higher education internationalization in Asia, this nuanced understanding of internationalization challenges and strategies offers valuable insights.




5 Conclusion

The current research emphasizes the dual role of English education in the context of the internationalization of higher education in Asia. While English-medium instruction (EMI) courses provide students with a global perspective and competitive advantage, promoting international exchange and cooperation, they also raise concerns about cultural identity and academic quality. Particularly in some countries, students may face challenges such as insufficient language proficiency and difficulties in cultural adaptation when adjusting to the EMI environment, which can lead to a decline in academic performance and graduation rates.

The discussion section of the research indicates that the current English education policies and practices in many Asian countries still have shortcomings. For example, the professional development and training of teachers often fail to keep up with the pace of internationalization, resulting in uneven teaching quality. Furthermore, many higher education institutions lack effective support systems to provide students with the necessary language and cultural adaptation support. These issues not only affect the learning experiences of students but also have a negative impact on the international reputation of the institutions.

To effectively address these challenges, policymakers and higher education institutions need to focus on the protection and development of local cultures while promoting internationalization. Specifically, it is recommended to take the following measures: First, enhance the quality of English education by providing more language support and cultural training to help students adapt better to the EMI environment; Second, encourage diversified international collaboration and establish a more balanced student mobility mechanism to ensure a reasonable ratio of incoming and outgoing students; Finally, emphasize the maintenance of cultural identity by incorporating local culture into the curriculum and campus activities to promote student understanding and appreciation.

Furthermore, the research also highlights the importance of transnational educational cooperation, especially in the establishment of education centers and international schools. Through these platforms, students can not only access high-quality educational resources but also develop their adaptability and cross-cultural communication skills in a multicultural environment.

Future research should further explore how to strike a balance between internationalization and local culture to promote more inclusive and sustainable educational development. Additionally, the research should focus on the unique challenges and opportunities faced by different countries and regions in the internationalization process, in order to provide more targeted recommendations and solutions for policymakers and educators. Such efforts could significantly enhance the internationalization of higher education in Asia and promote the comprehensive development of students and the sustainable growth of society. True internationalization requires a deep respect for cultural diversity, integrating varied cultural perspectives to cultivate talent equipped for success in a globalized world.
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Asia-Pacific.

Explores approaches for
monitoring the convention over
time.
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academic and agency literatures to
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indicators of internationalization in
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Asia-Pacific region.

Uses a case study approach to analysis
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policy trends and institutional
strategies for the internationalization

of higher education in Korea.

Involves a standardized survey sent to
recognition authorities in 46
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functions and lack of outcomes data.
Discusses potential reasons for narrow
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education in South Korea and its relation
to Sustainable Development Goals
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Notes past focus on mobility and need for
more systematic/comprehensive
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Presents case study analyzing government
policies and institutional strategies.
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collaboration on international higher
education in Asia-Pacific.

Analyzes data from a survey of
recognition authorities in the region

regarding convention implementation.

Examines internationalization of higher
education in Vietnam through a case
study.

Analyzes reforms, policies, and
internationalization activities at national
and institutional levels.

Examines Malaysia’s internationalization
of higher education and relationship with
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Current indicators provide an
incomplete picture of
internationalization.
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outcomes.

Past policies focused on controlling
outbound then promoting inbound
mobility.

Current efforts to link
internationalization and SDGs need

expanding and systematizing.

A multi-stakeholder collaborative
governance approach is needed for
effective monitoring.

Establishment of a baseline with a
proposal to extend this to the Global
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Vietnam is promoting
internationalization to integrate
globally and support development.
Challenges remain around
cooperation, talent retention, and
finances.

Findings indicate AEP has positively
supported and significantly impacted
Malaysia’s internationalization.
Participation in AEP should be
encouraged and policies updated.
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efforts at Mongolian universities.
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Uses a mixed-methods approach,
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Reviews historical trends and
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examine the impact of population
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and focus groups with students and
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conceptualized at institutional and
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of master’s education in East Asia,
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