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ABSTRACT

Language plays a central role in shaping the internationalization of higher education, particularly in non-Anglo-
phone contexts such as China. This systematic review examines how language functions as both a medium and a symbol
in China’s evolving internationalization agenda, drawing on literature published between 2014 and 2024 from Scopus,
Web of Science, and China National Knowledge Infrastructure. Guided by five thematic research questions, the review
explores the role of English, the promotion of Mandarin as a global language, multilingual practices in internationalized
universities, the influence of language policy on academic mobility, and the tension between linguistic nationalism and
globalization. The findings reveal that while English remains the dominant language for academic communication and
policy implementation, its effectiveness is often hindered by gaps between institutional goals and pedagogical realities.
At the same time, Mandarin is strategically promoted as a vehicle of cultural diplomacy, contributing to China’s soft
power while complicating language planning for international students. Multilingual practices, though under-recognized,
are prevalent in classrooms and informal interactions, indicating a need for more inclusive language policies. Language
proficiency requirements serve as both enablers and barriers to academic mobility, depending on institutional support
and policy alignment. The review concludes that sustainable internationalization in China requires a more balanced and
context-sensitive language strategy that embraces linguistic diversity while supporting academic equity. Limitations and
future research directions are also discussed.
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1. Introduction

In the past two decades, China has positioned itself
as a formidable force in the global higher education land-
scape. As part of its broader efforts to project soft power,
attract international talent, and increase its global academic
influence, the internationalization of higher education has
become a national strategic priority !". This has been sup-
ported by top-down initiatives such as the Double First-
Class University Plan, the expansion of transnational
education programs, and the growing presence of Chinese
universities in international rankings . Central to these ef-
forts is the role of language, which is not only instrumental
in facilitating international engagement but also deeply
symbolic of China’s national identity, political ideology,
and cultural outreach. In the context of internationaliza-
tion, language operates as a sociopolitical and ideological
medium ®¥, shaping who can participate, how knowledge
is accessed and communicated, and what values are pro-
jected outward.

Despite growing academic interest in China’s global
education strategy, the sociolinguistic dimensions of in-
ternationalization remain underexplored. Existing stud-
ies have often treated language policy as a functional or
logistical matter—such as in curriculum design or student

*7_without critically examining the broader

support |
sociolinguistic implications. Where language is studied,
research tends to be fragmented, addressing specific issues
such as the rise of English-Medium Instruction (EMI) ™ or
the promotion of Mandarin in isolation "®'". There remains
a lack of systematic, integrative reviews that examine how
language policies, language ideologies, and multilingual
practices intersect with and shape the process of interna-
tionalization in Chinese higher education.

To address this gap, this article presents a systematic
review of the literature on language policies and the in-
ternationalization of higher education in China, informed
by a sociolinguistic perspective. It focuses on five inter-
related thematic areas, each selected for their conceptual
and policy significance in understanding the language-
internationalization nexus:

* The Role of English in Internationalization: Eng-

lish has become the dominant language of global

academia, and its adoption in Chinese higher educa-

99

tion is central to internationalization strategies "'\

However, the increasing institutional reliance on
English raises critical questions about linguistic
hierarchies, academic access, and identity negotia-
tion "' Reviewing this area is crucial for un-
derstanding the language ideologies embedded in
China’s pursuit of global academic prestige.

Mandarin as a Global Language: While embracing
English, China also seeks to elevate Mandarin as
a language of global communication and scholar-
ship "), particularly through Confucius Institutes,
regional education partnerships, and Belt and

117 This dual-linguis-

Road education initiatives
tic ambition reflects a unique case of linguistic
dualism in internationalization "*. Reviewing
this area helps illuminate how language policy is
linked to national identity, soft power, and cultural
diplomacy.

Multilingual Practices in Internationalized Uni-
versities: The increasing internationalization of
Chinese universities has produced linguistically
diverse academic environments. Yet institutional
responses to this diversity vary, often lacking
coherent multilingual policies ""**”. A review of
multilingual practices—especially in EMI and

. 21
transnational classrooms ™"

—can shed light on
the everyday language strategies that students and
faculty adopt, and on how institutions (in)formally
support or constrain these practices.

Language Policy and Academic Mobility: Lan-
guage plays a decisive role in facilitating or con-
straining academic mobility for both inbound and
outbound students and scholars . Inadequate
language support structures, restrictive linguistic
requirements, and the privileging of certain lan-
guages over others can create linguistic barriers

182331 Reviewing this area helps

to participation
reveal how language policy affects the flows of
people and knowledge in China’s higher education
system.

Linguistic Nationalism vs. Globalization: China’s
simultaneous embrace of global academic norms
and protection of national linguistic sovereignty

presents an ideological tension in language policy.
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This theme addresses how language policies ne-

24 and what it reveals about

gotiate this tension
the broader values and priorities of Chinese higher
education Y. A review of this area contributes to
understanding the interplay between global pres-
sures and national agendas in language govern-
ance.

In light of these focal areas, the review is guided by
the following research questions:

* How is English positioned in Chinese higher edu-
cation policies related to internationalization, and
what roles does it play?

* In what ways is Mandarin being promoted as a
global language in higher education, and what are
the policy rationales?

*  What multilingual practices are emerging in in-
ternationalized Chinese universities, and how are
they addressed (or not) in institutional language
policies?

* How do language policies influence academic mo-
bility to and from Chinese higher education insti-
tutions?

* How do China’s language policies navigate the
tension between linguistic nationalism and the im-
peratives of globalization?

By synthesizing existing literature along these five
dimensions, this review aims to advance a more nuanced
understanding of the sociolinguistic dynamics underly-
ing the internationalization of Chinese higher education.
It contributes to both theoretical debates on language and
globalization, and practical discussions on policy develop-
ment and institutional planning. In doing so, the review
also identifies gaps in the literature and proposes directions
for future research, especially in the under-theorized areas

of multilingualism and ideological contestation in language

policy.
2. Literature Review

2.1. English Dominance and Multilingual Re-
alities in Internationalized Higher Edu-
cation

The internationalization of higher education has

become a central agenda for universities worldwide, as

institutions strive to increase global engagement, attract
international students and scholars, and enhance their vis-
ibility in international rankings **'. Within this process,
language occupies a central yet often under-theorized role,
operating simultaneously as a medium of communication,
a marker of identity, and a symbol of geopolitical power **.
Language is not only a vehicle for knowledge transmission
but also a gatekeeper that structures access to academic
capital and participation in global knowledge economies.
The most prominent linguistic feature of internationaliza-
tion is the global rise of English as the dominant academic
language, often institutionalized through EMI programs
and English-language publication requirements . For
many higher education systems, particularly in non-Anglo-
phone countries, adopting English is seen as a strategy to
boost competitiveness, foster international collaboration,
and attract foreign students ", Yet, scholars have raised
concerns about the implications of English dominance,
including the marginalization of local languages, the ero-
sion of cultural identity, and the reproduction of global
inequalities ***”. The adoption of EMI has also sparked
debates about educational quality, student comprehension,
and teacher preparedness ', especially when implementa-
tion lacks adequate linguistic and pedagogical support.
While English dominates academic globalization,
there is increasing recognition of the multilingual realities
of internationalized campuses. Researchers have docu-
mented how students and faculty engage in multilingual
practices—including code-switching, translanguaging,
and language accommodation strategies—as they navigate
complex linguistic ecologies in classrooms and research

environments ®***

I However, institutional language poli-
cies often fail to reflect or support these practices, privileg-
ing monolingual ideologies that associate academic legiti-
macy with English-only instruction **. This disjuncture
has prompted calls for more inclusive language policies
that recognize the value of multilingual repertoires and

culturally responsive pedagogies.

2.2. Language Policy, Mobility, and Power in
Global Higher Education

Another line of scholarship has explored how lan-
guage policies intersect with national strategies in global

education. In some contexts, governments promote not
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only the adoption of English but also the global diffusion
of their national languages as part of academic diplomacy
and soft power initiatives. Institutions such as Germany’s
DAAD (German Academic Exchange Service) °*, France’s
Alliance Frangaise *, and China’s Confucius Institutes °”
exemplify how language is leveraged for both cultural pro-
motion and academic collaboration. These policies reflect
broader tensions between embracing global norms and
protecting national linguistic and cultural identities—what
scholars term the “glocalization” of higher education "%
Furthermore, the relationship between language and aca-
demic mobility has attracted scholarly attention. Language
proficiency is a crucial determinant of international student
flows, faculty migration, and the success of cross-border
education programs “>*”. While English proficiency facili-
tates access to globally dominant institutions, limited sup-
port for other languages may restrict mobility or produce
linguistic hierarchies among international students. Schol-
ars have also examined the impact of language demands on
the quality of learning, equity of participation, and well-
being of mobile academics and students 7**,

From a sociolinguistic standpoint, language policies
in higher education are not merely administrative instru-
ments but reflect ideological positions about what counts
as legitimate knowledge, who is entitled to produce and
access it, and how academic hierarchies are reproduced or
challenged ", Theoretical frameworks such as linguistic

capital ', language 4]

, and critical language policy
have been instrumental in understanding the symbolic and
political functions of language in the internationalization
agenda. Despite these growing insights, there is still a need
for more context-sensitive studies, particularly in regions
such as Asia, Latin America, and Africa !, where global
pressures intersect with unique historical, linguistic, and
political conditions. While much attention has been paid to
European and Anglophone settings, non-Western contexts
offer important perspectives on how language policy medi-
ates internationalization in diverse and sometimes conflict-

ing ways.
3. Methodology

This systematic review adopts the PRISMA (Pre-
ferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses) framework to ensure methodological transpar-

ency and comprehensiveness in identifying, screening, and
synthesizing relevant studies. The review aims to critically
examine the role of language in the internationalization of
higher education in China from a sociolinguistic perspec-
tive, focusing on five interrelated research questions. These
include how English is positioned in higher education poli-
cies, how Mandarin is promoted globally, what multilin-
gual practices exist in internationalized universities, how
language policies influence academic mobility, and how
language planning navigates tensions between nationalism
and globalization.

To gather relevant literature, the review employed a
systematic search strategy across three major databases:
CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure), Sco-
pus, and Web of Science (WoS). These databases were
selected to ensure the inclusion of both Chinese-language
and international scholarly perspectives, thus enabling a
comprehensive and balanced synthesis. CNKI is the larg-
est and most authoritative academic database in China
and provides access to journal articles, dissertations, and
conference proceedings published in Chinese. Scopus
and WoS, on the other hand, are globally recognized for
their extensive coverage of peer-reviewed literature in the
humanities, social sciences, and education, which are es-
sential for capturing international scholarship, including
critical, theoretical, and comparative studies related to lan-
guage policy and higher education internationalization.

The search was limited to literature published be-
tween 2014 and 2024 to capture developments over the
past decade, a period that coincides with China’s intensi-
fication of internationalization efforts through initiatives
such as the Belt and Road education framework and the
Double First-Class University Plan "¥. To ensure the
search was broad enough to include all potentially relevant
literature, a combination of keywords and Boolean opera-
tors was used, with the search strings, both in English and
the Chinese counterparts, including: “internationalization”
AND “higher education” AND “China” AND (“language”
OR “language policy”). Consequently, as shown in Fig-
ure 1, 312 records were retrieved from CNKI, 63 from
Scopus, and 169 from Web of Science, resulting in a total
of 544 records. After removing 52 duplicates, 492 records
remained for further screening.

These records were first screened by reviewing their
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titles, abstracts, and keywords to determine whether they
broadly addressed the intersection of language and the
internationalization of higher education in China. As a re-
sult, 193 records were excluded for not meeting the basic
inclusion criteria, such as focusing on unrelated education
levels, language acquisition without policy implications, or
internationalization without reference to language issues.
Subsequently, the remaining 299 records were retrieved.
Of these, 27 full-text articles could not be retrieved, leav-

ing 272 records to be assessed for eligibility.

[ \dentification of studies via databases and registers )

—
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Figure 1. Identification of Studies based on PRISMA.

The following inclusion criteria were adopted: (1) the
study must be situated within the context of Chinese high-
er education, either at the national policy level or within
specific institutional settings; (2) it must explicitly address
language-related themes within the broader framework of
internationalization; (3) it must be a research article sup-
ported by either empirical data or secondary data; and (4)
it must be a peer-reviewed journal article, book chapter,
or formal academic report. Studies that did not meet these
criteria—such as those focused solely on classroom lan-
guage teaching without institutional or policy relevance, or
those discussing general internationalization issues without
engaging with language—were excluded from the final
synthesis. Consequently, 37 records were excluded for not
focusing on Chinese higher education, 78 for not address-
ing language-related issues, 109 for lacking empirical or

secondary data, and 14 for being non-peer-reviewed grey

literature.

The remaining 34 records underwent a quality as-
surance check, during which the research team assessed
whether each study demonstrated sufficient academic rigor.
Particular attention was paid to whether the articles pre-
sented clearly articulated research objectives and whether
the findings were scientifically derived through appropriate
methodological procedures. Studies were evaluated based
on the coherence between their stated aims, data sources,
analytical strategies, and conclusions. Following this re-
view, all the records were believed to be high-quality and
were retained for thematic analysis, which was done as per
the foci of the review. A matrix that summarizes the basic
information of the selected articles is provided in Table
Al.

4. Results

4.1. The Role of English in Internationalization

The literature reveals that English plays a pivotal and
multifaceted role in the internationalization of higher edu-
cation in China. One consistent finding is that English has
become the de facto lingua franca in academic contexts,
serving not only as a medium of instruction but also as a
benchmark for academic quality and international credibil-
ity. EMI is widely promoted as a strategic tool to enhance
institutional global competitiveness, facilitate international
research collaborations, and attract both inbound and out-
bound student mobility **. Scholars highlight that EMI
policies in China are structured to support bidirectional
internationalization—preparing Chinese students for par-
ticipation in global academic and professional arenas while
simultaneously catering to the expectations of international

503U However, while

students entering Chinese institutions
EMI is conceptually aligned with China’s global aspira-
tions *, its practical implementation remains uneven and
fraught with challenges. Several studies identify a persis-
tent gap between policy intentions and classroom realities.
On the surface, EMI is associated with increased academic
rigor and global communication readiness; yet in practice,
issues such as limited access to qualified English-proficient
instructors, inconsistencies in course quality, and inad-
equate pedagogical adaptation to multilingual classrooms

[46,52,53

often undermine its effectiveness ! In many cases,
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content teachers struggle to balance subject knowledge
delivery with language demands, leading to compromised
instructional clarity and student engagement.

Beyond logistical issues, deeper ideological tensions
are embedded in EMI policies. Research indicates that the
dominance of English as the default academic language of-
ten leads to the marginalization of Mandarin and other lo-

(4634 This monolingual orientation

cal linguistic resources
may reinforce linguistic hierarchies, positioning English as
the sole gateway to global knowledge while sidelining the
value of linguistic diversity **. Such ideological assump-
tions can have consequences not only for classroom inter-
action but also for broader academic identity construction
among both faculty and students, particularly in institu-
tions where bilingual or multilingual realities are common.

Moreover, English language proficiency is considered
a critical determinant of student success in transnational
and EMI-based programs, with research indicating a posi-
tive relationship between students’ English proficiency and
their academic achievement, suggesting that insufficient
language readiness can act as a barrier to full academic
participation "***°* These findings have prompted calls
for a more integrated approach to language and content
learning, emphasizing the need for pre-sessional English
support, in-course language scaffolding, and professional
development for EMI instructors. However, some scholars
caution against treating EMI as a universal solution for
internationalization. They argue that the adoption of EMI
should be context-sensitive and pedagogically sound, rath-
er than driven solely by the desire for institutional prestige

960 There is growing recognition that

or global rankings '
EMI policies must be supported by a coherent institu-
tional language strategy that includes both language policy
planning and the development of inclusive, multilingual
pedagogies. Without such support, EMI risks becoming
a symbolic gesture of internationalization rather than a

meaningful facilitator of global academic integration.

4.2. The Rising Role of Mandarin

The findings indicate that Mandarin is increasingly
being positioned as a global language within China’s
higher education internationalization strategy. Rather than
solely relying on English as the medium of global academ-

ic exchange, Chinese policymakers and university admin-

istrators are actively promoting Mandarin to enhance the
nation’s cultural influence and soft power °Y. Several stud-
ies highlight that initiatives such as the establishment of
Confucius Institutes abroad ', the expansion of Chinese-

63 .
13 and curriculum reforms

48,60,64]

medium instruction programs
that foreground Chinese cultural content ' are central
to this effort. These measures are not merely linguistic
adjustments, but broader ideological instruments intended
to create an academic environment that affirms China’s
civilizational heritage, differentiates its higher education
system, and consolidates its soft power strategy. By of-
fering Mandarin as both a language of instruction and an
academic subject, institutions aim to attract international
students who are not only seeking educational advance-
ment, but also cultural immersion.

Research reveals that the promotion of Mandarin
in academic settings contributes to the construction of a
distinct educational brand, which positions Chinese higher
education as both globally competitive and culturally
unique. For instance, while many international students are
initially drawn to Chinese universities through EMI pro-

grams [46,50,52]

, a significant number gradually engage with
Mandarin—either formally through coursework or infor-
mally through social integration. There is a growing shift,
particularly in social sciences and humanities programs,
towards incorporating Mandarin-based courses that em-
phasize Chinese history, philosophy, political thought, and

48,51
$31.65691 These courses not only sup-

contemporary society :
port China’s agenda of cultural diplomacy but also shape
international students’ perceptions of China as an intellec-
tual and cultural authority in its own right.

This dual-language approach, where EMI and CMI
coexist, allows Chinese institutions to balance the prag-
matic need for international academic communication with
the desire to preserve and project indigenous linguistic and
cultural values. Furthermore, this coexistence supports
bilingual or multilingual competence among students,
contributing to more inclusive and diverse academic ex-
changes "', Findings suggest that integrating Mandarin
into internationalized curricula enhances students’ inter-
cultural competence, deepens their understanding of local
contexts, and fosters greater engagement with Chinese so-
ciety ***"! In particular, international students who study

in Mandarin—or alongside Chinese peers in bilingual pro-
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grams—report stronger social integration, more meaning-
ful cross-cultural interaction, and a richer overall academic
experience.

However, the implementation of Mandarin as a glob-
al academic language also faces notable challenges. One
major concern is the lack of standardization in Mandarin
instruction across institutions and programs. Variations in
course design, teaching quality, and language expectations
create inconsistencies that affect learning outcomes for in-

41 ‘Moreover, many teaching materi-

ternational students
als remain rooted in domestic pedagogical norms and are
not always appropriately adapted for diverse international

019970 In addition, the ideological positioning of

learners
Mandarin as a global language is not always fully aligned
with students” motivations or expectations ", Some inter-
national students still prioritize English as the language of

807 \which can lead

global mobility and academic prestige '
to tensions between institutional language policy and stu-
dent demand. This mismatch suggests a need for more nu-
anced and flexible language planning that accommodates
diverse linguistic goals while still advancing China’s soft

power agenda.

4.3. Multilingual Practices in International-
ized Universities

The findings indicate that multilingual practices
are emerging as a distinctive feature in internationalized
Chinese universities, reflecting both institutional policies
and everyday communicative dynamics. Research shows
that, despite the dominant emphasis on EMI for global
engagement, a variety of languages—including Mandarin
and, increasingly, additional languages—are used in class-
room interactions, extracurricular activities, and informal
communication "*******” This multilingual landscape is
marked by frequent code-switching and translanguaging

(00371 where students and faculty fluidly move

practices
between languages to negotiate meaning, express identity,
and facilitate learning.

Empirical studies reveal that international students,
particularly those from non-English speaking backgrounds,
often adapt by incorporating Mandarin as a means of bet-
012931 At the same
time, domestic students and faculty are engaging in hybrid

linguistic practices that blend English and Mandarin %7,

ter integration into the host community '

highlighting a tension between official language policies
and the lived realities of multilingual communication. Al-
though universities have instituted EMI policies to stand-
ardize instruction for internationalization, the spontaneous

49551 ynder-

multilingual practices observed in classrooms
score the necessity of rethinking these policies to accom-
modate linguistic diversity. Thus, these findings suggest
that multilingual practices in Chinese higher education are
not only a response to global academic pressures but also
an avenue for fostering intercultural competence. They
underscore the need for further research and policy innova-
tion to support effective multilingual pedagogy, ensuring
that the benefits of internationalization are accessible to all

participants in these diverse educational settings.

4.4. Language Policy and Academic Mobility

The findings reveal that language policy is a criti-
cal and multifaceted driver of academic mobility in the
internationalization of China’s higher education. On one
hand, policies that emphasize EMI “*****! and high Eng-

[54.56.58] 5o designed to position

lish proficiency standards
Chinese institutions within global academic networks.
These policies not only attract international students by
signaling high-quality, globally competitive education but
also prepare domestic students for outbound mobility by
equipping them with the language skills needed to compete
internationally. Empirical studies demonstrate that strin-
gent language proficiency requirements function as both a
pull factor and a gatekeeping mechanism. For international
students, robust EMI programs serve as a major incentive

to enroll M

, as they provide access to courses taught in
a widely recognized academic language. However, these
same policies can also become a barrier for prospective
students who may possess strong academic credentials but
lack sufficient English proficiency ¥, thus limiting the
diversity of the student body and potentially reinforcing
existing inequalities.

Furthermore, the literature underscores significant
discrepancies in how language policies are implemented
across different institutions. Some universities offer com-
prehensive language support services—such as preparatory
courses, tutoring, and integrated language development

[55.,68]

programs —that facilitate smoother academic transi-

tions for both international and domestic students. In con-
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trast, institutions with less robust support tend to report
higher rates of academic challenges and lower levels of
student satisfaction among mobile populations . This in-
consistency often leads to varied experiences for students,
impacting not only their academic performance but also
their overall integration into the campus community.
Moreover, language policies in China’s higher educa-
tion are frequently caught in a tension between global com-
petitiveness and the preservation of local linguistic identities.
While the drive toward EMI is intended to foster interna-
tionalization, it sometimes sidelines domestic languages
and cultural expressions ", which can diminish the educa-
tional experience and restrict opportunities for those who

567 Ag a result,

59,71,76]

excel in bilingual or multilingual contexts
some scholars argue for a more balanced approach '
one that leverages the advantages of global language skills
while simultaneously nurturing domestic linguistic compe-
tencies and cultural heritage. Thus, effective language pol-
icy is essential for promoting equitable academic mobility.
A well-structured language policy should not only establish
high proficiency standards to ensure academic success in
international settings but also incorporate supportive meas-
ures that bridge the gap between policy intent and practical
implementation. By doing so, institutions can enhance both
inbound and outbound mobility, foster inclusive interna-
tionalization, and ultimately strengthen China’s position in

the global higher education landscape.

4.5. Linguistic Nationalism vs. Globalization

The literature indicates that the tension between
linguistic nationalism and globalization in China’s higher
education internationalization is both complex and multi-
faceted. On one side, there is a deliberate, strategic promo-
tion of Mandarin as an instrument of cultural soft power
and national identity. Chinese policymakers and educa-
tional institutions actively emphasize Mandarin and the
incorporation of Chinese cultural content in curricula—to
assert a distinct national narrative and enhance global cul-
tural influence """, These initiatives are intended to create
a uniquely Chinese academic environment that not only
attracts international students seeking exposure to Chinese

51 but also reinforces domestic cul-

language and culture
tural pride and continuity ", Conversely, globalization

demands that Chinese institutions conform to international

standards by adopting EMI and other globally recognized
educational practices. EMI is deployed as a practical tool
for integrating into global academic networks, enhancing
research visibility, and ensuring that graduates are compet-
itive in an increasingly interconnected world **. However,
the simultaneous promotion of EMI alongside Mandarin-
oriented initiatives has led to a dual-track system ©"7*),
This system reflects an ongoing ideological struggle where
the push for global engagement sometimes overshadows
efforts to preserve local linguistic and cultural values, and
vice versa.

Empirical studies reveal that this duality is experi-
enced differently by various stakeholders. Domestic stu-
dents often face conflicting expectations: on one hand, they
are encouraged to develop strong English proficiency to
compete internationally; on the other, they are expected to

7] Tnter-

embrace and uphold Chinese cultural heritage '
national students, meanwhile, encounter a curriculum and
campus environment that oscillates between global stand-
ards and intense national cultural orientation ", This
can lead to identity ambiguities, as these students navigate
between the demands of an EMI-dominated academic pro-
gram and the pervasive presence of Chinese linguistic and
cultural elements in both formal and informal settings.
Furthermore, research underscores that the ideologi-
cal underpinnings of linguistic nationalism are not merely
defensive but are also proactively employed to reshape
global perceptions of China’s academic and cultural prow-
ess. The strategic promotion of Mandarin is seen as a way
to counterbalance the dominance of English in global
academia "” and to offer an alternative, indigenous perspec-
tive on knowledge production and cultural expression ',
Yet, the practical challenges of harmonizing these two
imperatives—global competitiveness and cultural pres-
ervation—remain significant. Inconsistencies in policy
implementation and gaps between top-down directives and
classroom realities often hinder the achievement of a fully
integrated language environment °*. Therefore, the find-
ings suggest that addressing the tension between linguistic
nationalism and globalization is critical for the sustainable
internationalization of Chinese higher education *”. A bal-
anced language policy should leverage the advantages of
global English proficiency while simultaneously nurturing

and projecting the intrinsic value of Mandarin and Chinese
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cultural heritage. Achieving this balance is essential not
only for enhancing the global appeal and competitiveness
of Chinese institutions but also for fostering an inclusive
academic environment that honors both international

standards and national identity.

4.6. Synthesis

The findings across the preceding sections reveal
that language plays a profoundly strategic, ideological,
and pedagogical role in the internationalization of China’s
higher education. English continues to dominate as the lan-
guage of academic mobility, global prestige, and instruc-
tional practice through EMI. However, the implementation
of EMI policies often suffers from practical limitations, in-
cluding teacher readiness, language proficiency gaps, and a
lack of institutional support, raising questions about equity
and effectiveness. At the same time, Mandarin is increas-
ingly promoted as a global language, not only to preserve
national identity but also to project China’s soft power and
cultivate a culturally distinctive academic brand.

Yet, rather than operating in isolation, English and
Mandarin coexist in a complex dual-track system. Mul-
tilingual practices—including translanguaging and code-
switching—are organically emerging within classrooms
and campuses, reflecting both institutional realities and
students’ adaptive strategies. These practices demonstrate
the inadequacy of monolingual language policies and the
need for more inclusive, flexible approaches that recognize
the pedagogical value of linguistic diversity.

Language policy also plays a crucial role in shaping
academic mobility. While English proficiency is a gate-
keeper for global engagement, inconsistencies in language
support services across institutions may reinforce existing
inequalities. Simultaneously, an overemphasis on EMI
can marginalize local languages and cultural knowledge,
whereas the strong promotion of Mandarin may not always
align with international students’ goals. This ideological
tension—between linguistic nationalism and the impera-
tives of globalization—underpins much of the current
policy landscape. It manifests in contradictory practices
that attempt to balance global competitiveness with na-
tional cultural promotion, often leaving both students and
teachers navigating ambiguous expectations. Addressing

this tension requires not only clearer and more coherent

institutional language strategies but also empirical research
that informs context-sensitive, equitable, and pedagogi-

cally sound language policy development.

5. Discussion

The findings of this review illuminate the central,
yet complex, role of language in the internationalization
of higher education in China. As Chinese higher education
providers continue to scale up their global engagement,
language policies and practices emerge not merely as op-
erational tools but as key mediators of educational equity,
cultural identity, and institutional transformation. The syn-
thesis of literature across five interrelated themes—English
in internationalization, Mandarin as a global language,
multilingual practices, language policy and academic mo-
bility, and the tension between linguistic nationalism and
globalization—reveals both convergence and contradic-
tions in how language shapes China’s global academic am-
bitions.

First, the role of English as the dominant academic
language reflects broader global trends in higher education.
In China, EMI is positioned as a gateway to global aca-
demic legitimacy ", serving institutional goals of competi-
tiveness, research visibility, and international mobility ®**,
However, the gap between policy rhetoric and classroom
realities remains wide. Despite efforts to implement EMI
broadly, many institutions struggle with resource con-
straints, unprepared faculty, and inconsistent pedagogical
quality ®"*** These implementation gaps suggest that
EMI, while symbolically powerful, can fall short of de-
livering inclusive or effective education without adequate
support structures. Moreover, the monolingual orientation
of EMI risks sidelining local linguistic resources, contrib-
uting to the erosion of linguistic diversity within Chinese
universities 7. This finding aligns with global concerns

13031 and calls for more

over English linguistic imperialism
context-sensitive EMI practices that are responsive to local
needs and multilingual realities.

Simultaneously, the promotion of Mandarin as a

global academic language "%

reveals China’s strategic
attempt to rebalance the linguistic order of international
education. Mandarin’s growing role—through Chinese-
medium instruction, Confucius Institutes, and culturally

embedded curricula—positions Chinese higher education
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as a culturally distinctive and self-assertive force in global
academia. This reflects a clear departure from the Western-
centric model of internationalization and advances China’s

379 However, this strategy is not

soft power objectives '
without challenges. The lack of standardization in Man-
darin instruction ), the inadequacy of culturally adapted
materials °”, and the divergence between institutional pri-
orities and international student expectations ' all point
to the fragility of Mandarin’s global linguistic project. For
Mandarin to gain wider traction, institutions must invest in
pedagogical innovation, intercultural training, and curricu-
lum design that aligns with international learners’ diverse
linguistic profiles and motivations.

The findings on multilingual practices expose the
vibrant yet under-recognized linguistic diversity in inter-
nationalized Chinese campuses. While EMI policies domi-
nate official discourse, in practice, students and faculty
engage in dynamic multilingual communication %> —
switching between Mandarin, English, and other languages
to co-construct meaning and foster inclusion. These prac-
tices challenge monolingual policy assumptions and high-
light the necessity for institutional recognition and support
of translanguaging and hybrid language use. As multi-
lingualism becomes the norm rather than the exception

34 China’s higher education

in international education '
institutions are at a crossroads: whether to reinforce rigid
language hierarchies or to embrace multilingual pedago-
gies that validate diverse linguistic repertoires and promote
intercultural competence.

In relation to academic mobility, language policy
serves as both a facilitator and a barrier. High English

proficiency requirements ©"***"

, while signaling academic
quality, can exclude otherwise qualified international stu-
dents and limit access for less privileged learners. Con-
versely, the lack of adequate language support for inbound
and outbound students can impede academic integration

(463038 ‘These findings point to a fundamental

and success
paradox: language policies intended to promote interna-
tionalization may inadvertently reinforce inequality unless
paired with inclusive pedagogical frameworks. Effective
language policy must, therefore, strike a balance between
maintaining rigorous standards and ensuring equitable ac-
cess to international educational opportunities. Moreover,

the ideological tension between linguistic nationalism

and globalization emerges as a defining feature of China’s
internationalization agenda. On one hand, the strategic
elevation of Mandarin embodies a nationalist discourse of
cultural sovereignty and epistemic independence """,
On the other, the widespread adoption of EMI reflects a
pragmatic adaptation to global academic norms ******, The
coexistence of these parallel logics—asserting national
identity while seeking global integration—creates a dual-
track system that is both empowering and conflicted. This
mirrors broader global debates about the role of language
in constructing national imaginaries within an increasingly
transnational academic landscape . To navigate this ten-
sion, China’s higher education system must develop inte-
grated language policies that promote multilingual compe-
tence, respect linguistic diversity, and align with both local
values and global standards.

Overall, language plays an indispensable role in me-
diating China’s internationalization of higher education.
Yet its function is far from neutral or uniform. The find-
ings underscore the need for a more nuanced and inclusive
approach to language policy in China’s higher education
internationalization. While EMI continues to serve as a
key tool for global engagement, its effectiveness hinges
on pedagogical quality, contextual adaptation, and institu-
tional support "**!. Policymakers and university leaders
should avoid treating EMI as a universal solution and in-
stead invest in capacity-building initiatives such as pre-ses-
sional language support, multilingual teacher training, and
in-course scaffolding. Simultaneously, the promotion of
Mandarin as a global academic language presents opportu-
nities for China to shape a culturally distinctive model of
internationalization. To realize this potential, institutions
must ensure the standardization of Mandarin instruction,
enhance intercultural accessibility, and develop curricula
that speak to both domestic values and global academic
expectations.

Equally important is the recognition of multilingual
practices that are organically emerging in internationalized
campuses. These practices, including translanguaging and

71 reflect the complex linguistic

hybrid language use '
realities of students and faculty navigating between global
and local modes of communication. Institutions should
respond by fostering multilingual pedagogies and building

language-inclusive environments that validate diverse lin-
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guistic repertoires. A more balanced language strategy *"'—

one that integrates English, Mandarin, and other languag-
es—will not only promote equitable academic mobility
but also support sustainable internationalization rooted
in cultural sensitivity and global competence. Ultimately,
China’s success in higher education internationalization
depends on embracing language not just as a means of
instruction, but as a central axis of identity, inclusion, and

institutional innovation.

6. Conclusions

This review has explored the role of language in the
internationalization of higher education in China by syn-
thesizing literature across five key themes: the dominance
of English, the strategic promotion of Mandarin, the emer-
gence of multilingual practices, the impact of language
policy on academic mobility, and the tension between
linguistic nationalism and globalization. The findings high-
light that while English remains the primary medium for
international engagement, its implementation often faces
practical and ideological challenges. At the same time,
Mandarin is being positioned as a global academic lan-
guage, serving both cultural and political functions within
China’s soft power strategy. The review also underscores
the rise of informal multilingual practices on international-
ized campuses, the dual role of language policy in facilitat-
ing or hindering mobility, and the competing pressures of
global conformity and national identity shaping language
policy decisions.

However, this review is subject to several limitations
that may have influenced the scope and depth of its find-
ings. First, the literature search was restricted to CNKI,
Scopus, and Web of Science, which—while reputable—do
not cover all relevant Chinese and international sources.
Key platforms such as Google Scholar and Wanfang Data
were excluded, potentially omitting practitioner-oriented
studies, policy commentaries, or emerging scholarship not
indexed in these databases. Second, the review focused ex-
clusively on peer-reviewed academic publications, thereby
excluding valuable grey literature such as institutional stra-
tegic plans, university-level language policy documents,
and Ministry of Education guidelines—materials that often
provide critical insights into how policies are formulated

and implemented in practice. Third, most of the included

studies adopt top-down or macro-level perspectives, with
relatively few capturing the on-the-ground experiences of
those directly affected by language policy shifts.

To address these gaps, future research should incor-
porate institutional case studies that analyse internal lan-
guage policy documents and their alignment—or misalign-
ment—with national directives. Ethnographic or interview-
based research involving international students, faculty
members, and university administrators could provide rich
insight into how language policies are interpreted, negoti-
ated, and resisted in everyday academic life. Additionally,
studies comparing Chinese institutions with those in other
non-Anglophone contexts would illuminate how different
systems manage the balance between English dominance
and national language promotion. Finally, longitudinal re-
search tracking the implementation and outcomes of bilin-
gual or multilingual policies over time could offer deeper
understanding of their long-term implications for equity,

identity, and international engagement.
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programmes in China, discussing language
ideologies, policy implications, and challenges in
implementing English-medium instruction amid
internationalization.

Investigates African international students’
lived experiences in monolingual Chinese
higher education, emphasizing initial language
challenges, adaptation processes, and eventual
agency in language use.

Investigates the international communication
pathways for Chinese language and literature
majors, highlighting strategies for enhancing
international communication in language
disciplines.

Explores how the internationalization of higher
education has enlightened foreign language
education, suggesting that global educational
trends can drive reforms in language teaching.

Analyzes EMI policies in China by examining
language ideology, management, and practices,
and highlighting the challenges and implications
of using English as the medium of instruction in
internationalization efforts.

Studies the teaching of Wushu in English,
illustrating an innovative integration of cultural
content and language instruction in higher
education internationalization.

Reviews the evolution of EMI in European higher
education as a comparative lens, offering insights
that can inform the development of EMI policies
in China.

Provides a comparative interpretation of the
foreign language education model in American
universities, offering implications for the
internationalization discourse in Chinese higher
education.

Investigates challenges in developing ESP
courses for Sino-foreign cooperative programs,
highlighting issues in language curriculum design
and teaching quality.

Discusses the concept of “local
internationalization” in higher education, with
insights into how regional language practices can
support internationalization.

[56]
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[58]

(591

[60]
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1621

1631
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65]

1661

[67]
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Scopus

CNKI

CNKI

CNKI

CNKI

WoS/
Scopus

CNKI

WoS/
Scopus

CNKI

WoS

WoS

WoS/
Scopus

Empirically examines the impact of English
language proficiency and prior knowledge on
student success in an international accounting
program, underscoring language proficiency as a
key factor in academic performance.

Examines the transition from traditional
college English teaching to bilingual teaching,
identifying effective strategies and challenges
in implementing bilingual education amid
internationalization.

Investigates countermeasures for promoting
internationalization through reforms in college
English teaching, suggesting language policy
adjustments to improve global competitiveness.
Discusses “internationalization at home” and its
implications for China, highlighting curriculum
internationalization and the integration of
language teaching with global perspectives.

Discusses the dilemma of Westernization in
Chinese higher education internationalization
and proposes breakthroughs to balance global
standards with local identity, emphasizing
language policy reforms.

Analyzes the discrepancy between political
rhetoric and classroom realities in teaching
Chinese to international students, revealing
tensions in language ideologies and practical
implementation.

Explores how the Belt and Road Initiative has
transformed higher education internationalization
in China, including reforms in language
curriculum and instructional approaches.

Examines international students’ experiences
and identity construction in Chinese-medium
instruction (CMI) programs, revealing the
gap between policy intentions and classroom
practices.

Uses Xi’an Eurasia University as a case to
explore international development strategies in
higher education, with implications for language
policy and cross-cultural communication.

Explores difficulties and strategies in
communicating Chinese traditional culture
in foreign language universities, highlighting
the role of language in cultural exchange and
internationalization.

Evaluates the interaction between Chinese
traditional philosophical culture and modern
higher education ideas, providing insights into
how cultural heritage influences language policies
in internationalization.

Analyzes trends in Argentinean student mobility
to China, providing development lessons from
Chinese mobilities and discussing implications
for international talent cultivation.
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