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1. Introduction 

Let me begin with an anecdote. When I first applied to the University of Helsinki (Faculty of 

Law), I was told by an instructor on a preparatory course that the hardest test I would ever 

have to take would be the entrance exam. And I can confirm the entrance exam was difficult – 

I personally failed it five times before I finally realized that law school was perhaps not what I 

wanted after all. However, although the exam was demanding, it proved to be nothing 

compared to another test I have since faced time and time again: proving my language 

proficiency in my own mother tongue. Indeed, the same year I first applied to the university, I 

was surprised to find that the Finnish requirements for the entrance exam did not accept an 

International Baccalaureate (IB) grade for A1 Finnish as “sufficient” proof of Finnish skills at 

the time. This meant that Finnish-speaking applicants with e.g. an English or Swedish-

language schooling who wanted to study in Finnish, such as myself, had to acquire additional 

certification of their Finnish skills. In my case, this meant spending EUR 115 on a Civil 

Service Language Proficiency Certificate in Finnish (including a notarized copy). As a native 

speaker of Finnish, who had lived in Finland all her life and completed A1 Finnish at a 

Finnish IB school, I was stunned. However, as the language of my pre-IB schooling had been 

Swedish, I had no alternative but to take the language test in order to participate in the 

entrance exam. Since then, because of my Swedish-language schooling, I have had to prove 

that I have “sufficient” skills in Finnish at nearly every major point of my university career – 

only to be allowed to study in my true first language. 

In fact, the word “sufficient” is one that appears quite frequently in the language requirements 

of degree programs, not just at the University of Helsinki, but across Finnish universities 

more widely. When applying to a master’s program at the University of Helsinki, applicants 

have to “have sufficient skills in one of the relevant required languages” (University of 

Helsinki, 2018b). At Aalto University, “[t]heses and coursework must be of sufficiently fluent 

linguistic quality” (Aalto University, 2010). When applying to the University of Lapland, an 

applicant’s “[p]roficiency in English is considered sufficient if the applicant has completed 

English as [a] foreign language as part of a bachelor’s or master’s degree taught in a Nordic 

country” (University of Lapland, n.d.). The University of Turku also sets requirements for 
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“sufficient language skills” for student hopefuls (University of Turku, n.d.). But what exactly 

counts as “sufficient” proficiency – and why? As my own case alone should demonstrate, 

meeting a university’s requirements for language proficiency may prove a bigger challenge 

than the entrance exam itself. As a result, it is by no means irrelevant what kind of proficiency 

– or proficiency certification – counts as “sufficient” in the application process. 

A look at the English requirements of international master’s programs at Finnish universities 

during the 2019 intake showed that the application process tended to rely strongly on 

standardized language tests, such as the IELTS Academic and TOEFL (see e.g. University of 

Helsinki, 2018a; Aalto University 2018a, 2018b, 2018c). Additionally, in 2019, e.g. the 

University of Helsinki accepted English-language university degrees and secondary degrees 

from certain countries as well as IB or European Baccalaureate diplomas (University of 

Helsinki, 2018a). Aalto, meanwhile, accepted test certificates, university degrees acquired in 

Finland and English-language university degrees completed in one of a list of specified 

countries (Aalto University, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c). However, although the requirements 

themselves were often described in some detail, none of the requirements typically included 

any information on how they had been determined or why only certain certification was 

accepted. Needless to say, they also frequently included little information on why other types 

of certification were not accepted. 

To shed some light on the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ of the situation, the purpose of my master’s 

thesis is to investigate the processes and people behind the language requirements of 

international master’s (MA) programs at Finnish universities. By “international master’s 

program” I refer to any MA-level program which can be completed entirely in English; i.e. 

the term covers both monolingual English-language programs and multilingual programs at 

my target universities.  

Accordingly, my research questions are: 

 

1. What are the top-down mechanisms which determine the English requirements of 

international master’s programs at two Finnish universities? 

2. How have these requirements been developed and revised at the target universities? 

3. How do key members of the university administration view language requirements 
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and language testing at the universities? 

To answer these questions, I conducted a qualitative analysis of data collected through semi-

structured interviews with university administrators as well as various documents describing 

or regulating the admission process, such as application guides, rector’s decisions, public 

statistics and university websites. To limit the scope of my study, I chose to especially focus 

on MA programs at two universities, though some information which emerged during my 

research also applied to other degree programs and their language requirements at the 

universities. My study was carried out as part of the research project Language Regulation in 

Academia at the University of Helsinki Department of Languages. The project was led by 

Anna Solin, docent in discourse studies and senior lecturer at the Department of Languages. 

For more information, please see the project website at 

https://www.helsinki.fi/en/researchgroups/language-regulation-in-academia. 
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2. Theoretical background 

2.1. Language regulation in the academic context 

As is the norm at many modern-day universities, universities in Finland usually maintain 

some type of language requirements for both their domestic and international degree 

programs. This represents a form of language regulation, which Solin and Hynninen (2018) 

define as a “variety of practices through which language users monitor, intervene in or 

manage their own and others’ language use” (p. 495). By instituting requirements for 

language in the application process, universities impose top-down regulation on language use 

in their respective institutional contexts. Although specific requirements may vary both within 

and between universities, the requirements for English in the application stage typically 

necessitate demonstrating your skills using e.g. an educational degree completed in English or 

a certificate of English proficiency from a recognized language testing provider. In general, 

the language requirements of degree programs can regulate both language choice and 

language quality. That is to say, the requirements may concern both the languages that are 

permitted in e.g. the entrance exam, instruction and learning as well as the kind of language 

that is accepted and recommended within the permitted languages. However, as my own 

research is especially interested in the English requirements of international MA programs, 

my focus is on language quality – i.e. what kind of English use is “deemed appropriate, 

acceptable and functional” (Solin & Hynninen, 2018, p. 495) in the academic context of my 

target universities. 

When English requirements are made a precondition to admission, they typically require 

applicants to show some kind of certification of their English skills in order to apply 

successfully. As such, the requirements are frequently communicated to the applicant as a list 

of accepted degrees and certificates on a publicly accessible platform, such as the university 

website. However, as my thesis will demonstrate, this list is only the product of a wider and 

often more complex process of language regulation. As described by Solin and Hynninen 

(2018), language regulation does not only refer to explicitly defined requirements, but covers 

“any kind of practice, institutional or everyday, stable or transient, with a wide or narrow 

scope, which generates or constitutes interventions into language” (p. 495). Accordingly, 
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language policy research “should not be limited to the examination of declared and official 

statements”, but extended to cover the “variety of mechanisms that determine de facto 

practices” (Shohamy, 2006, p. 54). In the context of my own research, this includes the 

background processes, professional motivations and experiences which have produced the 

English requirements at my target universities. Therefore, rather than looking at merely the 

English requirements themselves, my study also examines the decision-making and decision-

makers behind the requirements in order to yield a more complete picture of how my target 

universities have arrived at specific solutions and what “declared or undeclared policies” 

(McNamara, 2010, p. 7) have informed them. 

It should be noted that although language proficiency is only one among other admission 

criteria, it is not a trivial one. As stated by Kortmann (2019), “[a]t all times have language 

skills been key to academic education . . . and this is becoming more rather than less 

important” (p. 3). At one extreme, language requirements can deny an applicant’s access to 

education. At the other, lax or no requirements can lead an applicant to spend their own, the 

university’s and even society’s resources on a degree the applicant cannot reasonably obtain. 

Owing to the significance of education in gaining access to social, cultural and economic 

benefits, it is possible to identify a number of parties which have an interest in any one 

person’s access to education. These parties include: (1) the applicant, (2) the applicant’s 

immediate family, (3) the education provider, (4) the job market, (5) language service 

providers and (6) society. However, as my own study is particularly interested in the role of 

language and language-related decision-making in accessing higher education, I have limited 

my examination to three main interest parties. These are (1) the applicant, (2) the university1, 

and (3) the language service provider, specifically the language tester, all of whom I refer to 

as stakeholders in the application and language certification process. In the following 

sections, I will discuss each of the relevant stakeholder roles in more detail. 

 

 

1 The university is, of course, only one example of a higher education institution, and I recognize there are also 
other types of institutions and organizations, which have both similar and contrasting interests and roles as 
education providers. However, as my own study is chiefly interested in Finnish universities and the present 
medium does not allow for a more comprehensive overview, I have chosen to limit my discussion 
specifically to universities. 
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2.2. The applicant as stakeholder 

For the applicant, seeking higher education is today as much about acquiring knowledge as it 

is about standing out in the global marketplace. This link between education and social and 

economic advancement is not new. Weber (1976) identified the phenomenon in his theory of 

social closure (de. Schliessung), according to which education enables people to exclude 

others from resources and opportunities in order to secure their own social status and 

economic benefits (as cited in Antikainen et al., 2013). However, because of the rapid 

expansion of education in the Western world in the 1900s, we are in 2020 in a situation in 

which even a secondary education is largely considered the norm. This has led to greater 

demand for still higher education as a way of staying ahead of the game. A case in point is 

Finland, where public education expanded dramatically after compulsory education was 

introduced in 1921. According to Antikainen et al. (2013), the post-war industrialization, 

urbanization and high birth rate of the 1950s and 60s prompted more and more Finnish 

families to seek a better future for their children through schooling. This put enormous 

pressure on Finnish upper secondary schools to make room for throngs of new students. In the 

2000s, between 93 and 95 percent of each class of Finnish students continued from basic 

education to general or vocational upper secondary education (Kaukonen, 2009). This has led 

to a situation in which even a secondary degree no longer guarantees a place in Finnish 

working life. As a result, more and more secondary school graduates now seek tertiary 

education in order to stand out of the crowd and secure the best possible employment. 

Yet not everyone is guaranteed a place in higher education. Availability is limited, which is 

why applicants must compete with one another in order to secure their spot among the 

admitted. In this configuration, language requirements may become a gatekeeping device in 

the application process, filtering out otherwise qualified candidates in favor of others. If the 

applicant is unable to demonstrate their language proficiency in a way that is recognized by 

their target university, the applicant may be denied access to the education and degree offered 

by the university. In her research into the internationalization of Finnish higher education, 

Saarinen (2014) analyzed, among other things, the English requirements of international 

degree programs at four Finnish higher education providers (p. 136). She found that the 

requirements, although “seemingly unproblematic and commonsense”, included:  
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hierarchisation of different Englishes [which] not only select[ed] students based 

on their language skills, but in fact also based on their nationality, a particular set 

of Western hegemonic varieties of English, the status of the higher education 

system (as Anglo-American systems are preferred), or the status of the political 

system (as in some cases students within the European Union or European 

Economic Area are preferred) [. . .]. (Saarinen, 2014, p. 140) 

Saarinen’s observation complicates the seemingly innocuous, even self-evident requirement 

of sufficient English skills. Her analysis showed that the English qualifications of applicants 

were ranked according to an Anglocentric perception of the English language, which put 

applicants speaking e.g. a non-hegemonic variety at an unfair disadvantage. Although English 

is spoken widely, fluently – and officially – in many countries both within and outside the 

European and North American continents, Saarinen’s study suggests that applicants from non-

hegemonic regions are not always on a level playing field with others from the so called 

“Inner Circle” (see Kachru, as cited in Schneider, 2011, pp. 31–32). In fact, by only accepting 

degrees from specific countries and/or standardized international English tests, universities 

can steer their international student intake towards applicants with a more ‘desirable’ 

language, national or educational background, while offering others no more than a chance to 

‘prove themselves’ by performing well on an English test. This raises a lot of questions 

regarding the premises and equality of the system – questions which I attempt to address 

further in the present work. 

However, while modes of implementation may be up for debate, maintaining English 

requirements in the application stage is nonetheless one way of confirming that the applicant 

is proficient in English – as is frequently their stated purpose. At the same time, according to 

Sebolai (2016), academic English should not be equated with general purpose English, but 

treated as “a unique kind of language ability” with its own distinctive linguistic features (pp. 

45, 53–54). In her research, Konttinen’s (2018) student informants from international master’s 

programs at the Finnish University of Jyväskylä also “drew lines between general proficiency 

and academic language proficiency”, describing the latter as more demanding than the former 

(pp. 103–105). Consequently, from the applicant’s perspective, English requirements can 

work to ensure that the applicant does not spend resources on something which demands a 

level of English the applicant neither has nor can be reasonably expected to obtain. Yet do the 
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English requirements of international MA programs actually target the kind of English that is 

needed at the university? What does e.g. a “TOEFL test result with [a] minimum score of 

580” (University of Vaasa, 2020) actually say about the applicant’s academic literacy? These 

are some of the questions I have attempted to explore in the present study. 

 

2.3. The university as stakeholder 

If education has become instrumental in the contemporary individual’s battle for social and 

economic success, it has also received new economic dimensions for the modern-day 

university. Though it may be argued, as Trow (1973) has, that even the earliest “elite” 

universities served the social and economic aspirations of a select group of people (pp. 7–8), 

historically, universities have also played an important role in disseminating knowledge and 

building national identities (Saarinen, 2014, pp. 127–128). However, according to Tjeldvoll 

(2010), this nation-building and informative role is changing, as “[t]he traditional western 

research university’s academic freedom is increasingly challenged by external economical 

interests” (p. 423). This has enormous consequences for not only what a university is, but also 

what kind of education it offers, and to whom. Researchers have described this development 

varyingly as e.g. the emergence of “the entrepreneurial university”, “the service university” or 

“the McDonaldization of higher education” (Antikainen et al., 2013, Chapter 4, Section 1). 

Essentially, however, the terms all point to what Plante (2016) describes as the 

“commodification of education” – the increasingly competitive and market-based activities of 

the modern university, which have “interrupted fundamental educational processes and 

distilled the traditional method of education into sellable packages”. Evolving “[f]rom elite to 

mass higher education and subsequently to universal access” (Trow, 1973, p. 1), today, the 

university can be conceptualized as a market operator which offers different commercial 

packages, presented as educational degrees, to potential customers (i.e. applicants). Hence 

education is no longer just the university’s ideological purpose or social responsibility – it is 

its flagship product. As this product enters the global marketplace, English, as the “lingua 

franca of higher education” (Saarinen, 2014, p. 128), has a major role to play as well. 

Meanwhile, in Finland, this development has been slowed down by the country’s long history 

of free – or at least well-subsidized – education, which has arguably made higher education 
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accessible to a wider population than in many other countries, where annual tuition payments 

can amount to tens of thousands of euros (for European figures, see e.g. European Data 

Journalism Network, 2019). However, here, too, financial interests and globalization are, in 

2020, transforming the role and practices of the institution. Saarinen (2014) found that higher 

education was being referred to as a “significant export product” already in the Ministry of 

Education’s internationalization strategy in 2009 (p. 138). References to English as offering a 

“competitive edge” go as far back as the Ministry’s internationalization strategy of 2001 

(Saarinen, 2014, p. 138). More recently, according to e.g. the University of Helsinki’s 

strategic plan for 2017–2020, “[i]nternational competition between universities for 

researchers, students, research funding, donations as well as recognition will continue to 

increase” (University of Helsinki, n.d.). Economic and political pressures pushed Finnish 

universities to cut costs and introduce sizable tuition fees for international students starting in 

2016 (Peltonen, 2016). Although many degree programs remained free of charge for students 

from Finland and the EU/EEA region, the tuition fee for non-EU/EEA students at e.g. the 

University of Helsinki in 2018 amounted to EUR 13 000, 15 000 or 18 000 per academic year, 

depending on the program (University of Helsinki, 2018c). The change turned an international 

education from the University of Helsinki into a paid – and relatively expensive – product, 

representing a significant move away from the free education which Finnish universities 

hitherto had been known for. As such, it is also another example of the university’s changing 

role and interests in a growing global knowledge industry. 

The economic and political considerations that influence higher education have been found to 

have a bearing on English as well. Kubota (2009) investigated the complex political and 

economic context of internationalization at two North American research universities. She 

observed, among other things, that the internationalization of higher education was being 

driven “by a global trend toward expanding trade in services and increasing international 

competition for human resources” (p. 613). Moreover, Kubota reported what she perceived as 

systemic favoritism of local, native English-speaking students. According to her observations, 

the lack of English-related support for international students carried the “underlying 

assumption . . . that academic internationalization [was] intended to benefit already privileged 

domestic students only” (p. 614). The lackluster interest in providing English support at her 

target universities signaled that the universities did not feel obliged to care for the language 

needs of its international student base, shifting the responsibility to the students themselves 
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(Kubota, 2009, p. 614). Consequently, while the universities’ international students served to 

enrich the linguistic and cultural experience of domestic students, the favor was not returned 

by providing international students opportunity to improve their English (Kubota, 2009, pp. 

614–615). 

Closer to my own research, Lasagabaster (2015) examined the relationships between language 

policy, internationalization and English from the macro level of “supranational initiatives” to 

the nano level of language choice among students, lecturers and university administrators. His 

target institution was an officially non-English bilingual university in Spain where English 

was used in instruction (p. 260). Like my own study, he saw several links between the 

internationalization of higher education, English-medium instruction (EMI) and the global 

knowledge industry. According to Lasagabaster, there are four considerations which drive the 

spread of EMI in higher education: 

First, English is observed as the language that gives access to knowledge and to 

the dissemination of such knowledge. Second, it allows institutions to become 

attractors of international students and academics. . . . Third, it opens 

employability doors, as English is the language that graduates will need for both 

domestic and global markets. And fourth, English has become a must for those 

universities that intend to improve their position in university rankings [. . .]. 

(Lasagabaster, 2015, pp. 265–266) 

Lasagabaster’s observations draw links not only between English and access to knowledge, 

but also EMI and image, as universities try to position themselves as attractive, quality 

providers of international, English-language education. A university’s inability to produce 

quality international graduates can adversely affect e.g. its position in well-known university 

rankings, such as ShanghaiRanking’s annual Academic Ranking of World Universities (see 

ShanghaiRanking, 2019). This, in turn, can negatively impact the university’s attractiveness to 

both local and international students and lead the best candidates to look elsewhere. This 

naturally has implications for the English requirements of international degrees as well, as the 

university has an interest in controlling who can access its degree offering and with what level 

of language proficiency among other indicators of prospective academic success. 

Finally, there remains the question of funding. In 2019, the universities in Finland were nearly 
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all financed by the government, with the number of completed degrees directly affecting the 

allocation of funds between the universities. Between 2017 and 2020, a portion of this 

funding was tied specifically to higher university degrees completed by “foreigners” 

(Ministry of Education and Culture, n.d.). Although this portion was relatively small, 

constituting only 1% of the total amount (Ministry of Education and Culture, n.d.), 

universities could not compensate for it by e.g. producing more degrees by domestic students. 

As the degrees completed by international students also counted towards the total number of 

completed degrees (Seuri & Vartiainen, 2018, p. 108), the effect of international degrees on 

funding was not negligible. This may have presented something of a dilemma for the 

universities. Although the added value given to international degrees may have tempted to 

accept as many international applicants as possible, quantity is not the same as quality, and 

more students do not necessarily mean more graduates. As Finnish universities had to walk 

the tightrope between accepting the best students and the most students, English proficiency 

may have been used to also measure the applicant’s motivation, overall qualifications and 

subsequent expected success. It is yet another factor in the complicated mix of economic, 

educational and societal concerns which is encapsulated in the simple demand of sufficient 

English skills. 

 

2.4. The language tester as stakeholder 

In addition to the applicant and the university, the language requirements of international 

universities generate a third stakeholder group – the language testing providers. If an 

applicant applying to an EMI program does not have e.g. a suitable degree from an EMI 

institution, the applicant must obtain certification of their English skills from another 

approved source. Usually, this means participating in an English test organized by an external, 

commercial testing provider. These tests are typically highly standardized from planning to 

scoring, “presuppos[ing] certain standard objectives, or criteria, that are held constant across 

one form of the test to another” (Brown, 2004, p. 67). As a result, everything from testing 

conditions to evaluation is done in a predetermined and consistent manner, and test-takers are 

subject to both the same set of tasks and the same assessment criteria. According to Brown 

(2004), the advantages of standardized testing “include, foremost, a ready-made previously 
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validated product” which can be easily administered to large groups (p. 68). Although Brown 

describes the advantages to the test organizer especially, these benefits also carry over to the 

university, which can outsource the cost and practical arrangements of testing while appealing 

to the perceived validity of the results. Yet how valid are the results of a standardized test in a 

specialized context, such as a university located in a specific cultural and political 

environment? Among the disadvantages of standardized tests, Brown (2004) particularly 

describes “the inappropriate use of such tests, for example, using an overall proficiency test as 

an achievement test simply because of the convenience of the standardization” (p. 68). In light 

of the convenience benefits for the university, it may be asked to what extent the use of 

standardized testing actually serves the university’s language needs over its practical ones. 

At the same time, universities’ continued reliance on standardized language testing bolsters 

the position and reputation of the major testing providers – as businesses as well as language 

authorities. In the application process for international MA degrees, the tests employed are 

typically market-leading international English tests. In 2019, some of the most commonly 

accepted English tests in Finland were, in no particular order: 

 

• The internet or paper-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), 

• Cambridge English’s C1 Advanced (formerly Cambridge English: Advanced or CAE) 

or C2 Proficiency (formerly Cambridge English: Proficiency or CPE), 

• The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) Academic test, and 

• The paperless (i.e. fully computerized) Pearson Test of English (PTE) Academic test. 

All of the above tests are standardized and subject to a charge. In 2018, prices ranged between 

EUR 150 and 250 – e.g. the internet-based TOEFL test, advertised as “the most widely 

respected English-language test in the world” (ETS, 2018c), cost USD 260 (ETS, 2018b). 

Additionally, many testing providers offer paid preparatory guides and study material which 

test-takers can use to practice for the test (see e.g. ETS, 2018a). Heller (2010) talks about the 

commodification of language, in which “language has become a commodity itself and, 

therefore, acts as a resource to be produced, controlled, distributed, valued, and constrained” 

(p. 108). In the context of English, the endorsement from the universities has enabled 

businesses to appropriate the English language and rework it into a commercial service. The 

subsequent market demand has allowed for-profit testing providers to claim authority over 
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English – and receive free advertising to boot. As universities continue to rely on standardized 

testing in the application process, the service is also one which many customer-applicants are 

hard-pressed to reject. 

Even so, language testing is not merely a commercial phenomenon – nor simply a means of 

measuring language proficiency. Besides these, language testing also performs a number of 

wider controlling functions, which can have important social and political consequences for 

the test-taker. To mention just a few of these functions, language tests “play an important role 

in the management of the language education of the children of immigrants, . . . [and] act as 

controls in the mobility of professionals and other workers” (McNamara, 2004, p. 764). Most 

importantly for the purposes of this study, language testing “controls access to international 

education” when the medium of instruction is not the applicant’s first language (McNamara, 

2004, p. 764). Therefore, it is not unreasonable to ask how language testing is used in the 

application process – or why certain tests have been selected for the job. Indeed, the 

remarkable popularity of some English tests, such as TOEFL and IELTS Academic, raises 

additional concerns about the amount of research that has gone into test-related decisions. 

How familiar are the key decision-makers with the English tests in question? Have the tests 

been selected because they are the best tools on the market for measuring university-level 

English competence, or simply because they are perceived as standard among international 

universities? In view of the consequences to the test-taker, these are questions which warrant 

further investigation. 

Because of the high stakes involved in standardized language testing, it is also important that 

tests are designed with care from assignment types to assessment. This includes defining what 

constitutes language proficiency (McNamara, 2004, p. 764) and determining how it can be 

observed and measured in a way that applies to the broadest possible range of test-takers. 

Although it may well be argued that this is a ‘mission impossible’ in any language, it presents 

a particular problem for English testing, in which the typical test-taker is a lingua franca 

speaker of English. In standardized English testing, test-taker performances are often 

compared to a perceived ‘native speaker’ standard. To take an example, in the speaking part of 

the PTE Academic test, “[t]he fluency score is derived by comparing the candidate’s 

responses to those from a native speaker database” (de Jong, 2016, p. 210). This represents a 

problematic view of English as the property of the perceived ‘native speaker’, when English 
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(or Englishes) is in fact used fluently and diversely by first and second language as well as 

lingua franca speakers around the world. As stated by Jenkins (2006), though many variants 

of pronunciation and grammar used by lingua franca speakers “are widely intelligible in 

[English as an International Language], these forms are penalized in . . . exams, and 

consequently discouraged” (p. 44). The lingua franca speaker is not perceived as a fully 

capable speaker of English, but measured against a concept of “‘correct’ grammar and 

pronunciation” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 43) which does not leave room for variation. Yet in 

international degree programs, the most common type of applicant is, by far, the lingua franca 

speaker of English. It is by no means given, then, that standardized language tests are the 

most appropriate way of determining a person’s English proficiency in the academic context.  

Yet despite the major role played by standardized language testing in university admissions, 

research has traditionally centered more on overall aptitude testing. Indeed, standardized 

achievement testing has long garnered attention in the application process. According to 

Subotnik (2013), “[a]ptitude and achievement tests have been under heavy attack . . . for at 

least forty years” (p. 332). Of these tests, the North American standardized ACT and SAT tests 

have been – and continue to be – a particular source of debate (see e.g. Buckley et al., 2018; 

Organ, 2001; Zwick, 2004). In more recent years, however, researchers have also begun to 

interest themselves in language testing especially in international university admissions. 

Baker et al. (2014) investigated the language assessment literacy of university admissions 

officers in Canada using a survey-based approach. According to Baker et al., most of the 

respondents from the study’s 19 target institutions were satisfied with the accepted English 

certification and cut-off scores of their respective universities (p. 149). At the same time, 

however, the researchers noted that the respondents did not seem aware that the various 

English tests being used might not all address the same construct (p. 151). In turn, Ginther 

and Elder’s (2014) mixed-methods study examined the understanding and use of the 

standardized English tests TOEFL iBT, IELTS Academic and PTE Academic at two research 

universities in the United States and Australia. Their data consisted of surveys and interviews 

with a broad range of administrative and faculty staff who were somehow involved in 

graduate admissions at the target institutions. According to the survey results, nearly a third of 

the 481 respondents felt the English requirements of their university were “too low” (p. 14). 

In the follow-up interviews, some also expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of 

correspondence between students’ test results and students’ actual level of English proficiency 
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(p. 22). However, while Ginther and Elder attributed the discontentment primarily to the 

informants’ lack of familiarity with or misconceptions regarding the testing tools in question 

(pp. 22, 27), the researchers did not discuss to what extent the tests themselves were also 

contributing to the issue as potentially inappropriate measures of academic English. 

Addressing this concern is one of the central themes of my own research. 
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3. Data and methods 

3.1. Target universities 

The two universities analyzed in this study are both large multidisciplinary research 

universities situated in Finland. To facilitate the comparison of results, the study specifically 

targeted universities with a similar (though not identical) organizational structure and degree 

offering. These universities will henceforth be referred to as University A (UA) and 

University B (UB). The following information was obtained via the university websites in 

2019. To protect my informants’ anonymity, some information has been omitted or 

deliberately obscured. Some information may also have changed since the time of data 

collection. 

In 2019, University A offered several monolingual MA programs in Finnish as well as English 

in a broad range of subjects. The language of instruction of the university’s close to 15 

international MA programs was English, and, as per the university’s degree regulations, 

students in these programs were also obliged to complete their master’s thesis in English. 

Depending on the curriculum, some international MA programs at UA did allow including 

courses completed in Finnish, while some courses also included non-English literature. 

However, though some courses could be completed in Finnish, the university did not offer 

multilingual programs as such. All of the university’s international MA programs carried 

tuition fees for students from outside the EU/EEA region. The tuition fees did not apply to 

students who were citizens of an EU/EEA country or Switzerland or had a valid Finnish 

residence permit or an EU work and residence permit. 

Meanwhile, University B offered more than 20 international MA programs which could be 

completed in English. Instruction in these programs was provided chiefly in English. Studies 

could also include a limited number of courses completed in another language; however, 

students who opted to study in English were obliged to complete at least 75% of their studies, 

including their master’s thesis, in English in order to qualify for an English-language degree. 

All of the programs carried tuition fees for students from outside the EU/EEA region. The 

fees did not apply to students who were citizens or permanent residents of an EU/EEA 

country or citizens of Switzerland. 
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3.2. Data collection and methods of analysis 

The data was collected from February through August 2019 and consisted of interviews with 

select university administrators as well as various documents related to the international MA 

application process. The main data consisted of five semi-structured interviews with six 

members of the administrative staff at my target universities. Four of these interviews were 

conducted one-on-one, while one interview was carried out with two informants at the same 

time. All interviews were carried out face-to-face and in Finnish, with some additional 

questions asked post-interview via email. The interviews were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim, adapting the transcription conventions of conversation analysis (see Appendix I). 

The transcripts were then imported into the ATLAS.ti qualitative data analysis and research 

software, in which the transcripts were coded for analysis. The coding started with an initial 

set of codes based on my research questions and expected topics (Richards, 2003, p. 273). As 

my reading of the transcripts progressed, this coding was added to, refined and categorized 

according to the topics and information emerging from the interview data (Richards, 2003, pp. 

274–277). The final result consisted of a total of 49 codes organized into 3 main categories or 

“code trees” in the ATLAS.ti software. 

Once the interviews were coded, the data was combined with and compared to data from 

various documents which described or regulated the international application process at the 

universities in question. These documents included rector’s decisions, university degree 

regulations, faculty-level admission guidelines, public statistics, web and intranet pages as 

well as online application guides, and were mostly publicly available. The documents were 

used as background information and as complements to the interview data, corroborating and 

adding to the information received from my informants. Finally, the data was analyzed by 

way of qualitative content analysis to achieve a detailed overview of the topics of interest. For 

the purposes of my thesis, the relevant interview excerpts were translated into English by 

myself. The interview questions and original Finnish-language excerpts have been included in 

Appendix II and III respectively. 

In considering different means of investigation, the best option for my research was always a 

qualitative approach utilizing interviews as my main method. The purpose of my study was 
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never to arrive at generalizations regarding the language regulation of international MA 

programs, but rather to examine in depth how two similar institutions have addressed and 

regulated English-related issues in their international student recruitment. Moreover, as the 

mechanisms behind the English requirements of international MA programs were not 

transparent at my target universities, it was essential for my study to burrow through the 

administrative structures in order to reach the right people and ask the right questions. Finally, 

as my informants represented different branches and specialties within university 

administration, some questions needed to be tailored to specific informants. All of this was, 

quite simply, better achieved through face-to-face interaction, which accommodated both 

different types of informants and new questions arising from the interview. 

My informants were selected through a process of snowball sampling (Richards, 2003, p. 

250), whereby one informant would suggest others of potential interest. Although the division 

of duties and responsibilities between personnel was not familiar to me at either university, 

the Language Regulation in Academia research project (of which this thesis is a part) had 

contacts at both universities through which I was able to find the informants I needed. All 

informants signed a consent form and were informed of the purpose of the study ahead of the 

interview, their rights under the EU General Data Protection Regulation and the option to 

withdraw from the study at any time. For the purposes of my thesis, the informants have been 

given generic designations to maintain their anonymity. Accordingly, the informants have 

been assigned a letter based on the university they worked for and a number to distinguish 

them from other informants. This designation or a generic they is used to refer to them 

throughout the study. 

Informants from University A 

Two people were interviewed from this university in two separate interviews. 

Informant A1 worked in an administrative role at the UA language center and was involved in 

many language-related projects at the university. A1 had a background in language studies 

and was well-versed in language testing and learning-related research. In 2019, A1 was 

directly involved in determining the language requirements at UA. 

Informant A2 worked in an administrative role at UA’s unit for strategic planning and policy. 
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A2 was responsible for internationalization and policy issues at the university and frequently 

worked on language-related issues together with A1. A2 also had a background in language 

studies, but was not directly involved in determining the language requirements at UA. 

Informants from University B 

Four people were interviewed from this university in three interviews. Two interviews were 

carried out separately, while one interview was carried out with two informants at the same 

time. 

Informant B1 worked in an administrative role at UB’s strategic unit. B1’s responsibilities 

consisted of a range of international matters, including international degree programs and 

their language qualifications. In 2019, B1 was directly involved in determining the language 

requirements at UB. B1 had a background in language studies, though not language 

assessment nor testing. 

Informant B2 worked in an administrative role at UB’s language center. B2 worked with, 

among other things, language testing-related matters at the unit and was an expert on 

language testing. They were not directly involved in determining the language requirements at 

UB. 

Finally, informant B3 and informant B4 both worked at UB’s admissions unit. They did not 

participate in determining the admission criteria at UB, but were responsible for overseeing, 

among other things, the implementation of the master’s application process. Their interview 

served mainly as background information on the practical side of the application process, 

particularly at UB. 

 

3.3. Limitations of the study 

The great advantage of the interview method is that it allows both going into detail about the 

topics at hand and reacting to information as it is being presented. At the same time, this 

strength of the interview is also its greatest weakness. As stated by Richards (2003), 
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interviews are always “a form of accounting rather than a matter of straightforward 

description” (p. 88). Self-reported data carries with it uncertainties, which can emanate from 

e.g. the transience of the interview situation, the informant’s ability to recall facts and events, 

communication issues and interviewer/informant nervousness. At the same time, interview 

data cannot be taken at face value, but must be analyzed against what is known of the 

informant themselves and the informant’s background and obligations. This analysis relies 

largely on the researcher’s ability to interpret the data in context. However, it is partly to 

alleviate some of these concerns that I chose to broaden my data with documentation 

describing and regulating the application process. These documents provided both additional 

and more detailed information which complemented – and sometimes contrasted with – the 

data received from my informants. Whenever conflicting information emerged, this was also 

noted in my analysis. 

Another issue which emerged during my research was anonymity. Although I have done my 

best to anonymize and obscure any information which might allow identifying my target 

universities and/or informants, much of the document data presented in this thesis is available 

for anyone to access. As a result, it may be possible for someone to identify my target 

institutions, particularly if they are in the know about the specific situations at either 

university. However, while this has remained a concern, all my informants signed a consent 

form to participate in the interview and were informed of how their information would be 

anonymized in the final paper. Additionally, my informants did not participate in the study as 

private individuals, but as representatives of their institution. Therefore, the study does not 

touch on e.g. my informants’ personal beliefs, only their professional opinions. Finally, as 

internationalization and language-related issues were topical at many universities in 2019, it is 

possible – even likely – that some of the information in this paper has since changed, making 

identification more difficult. Nonetheless, I recognize that the risk remains in a way which 

does not allow me to guarantee my informants full and effective anonymity. 
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4. Analysis 

4.1.  Development of English requirements at UA and UB 

4.1.1. Emergence of English-medium MA programs and English 

requirements 

According to A2, the first international MA program to launch at UA was the English-

language MA program in Intercultural Communication, which according to the university 

website launched in Fall 1997. As explained by A2, the launch coincided with a seed funding 

program started by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture to promote the founding of 

international degree programs at Finnish universities. The funding was another extension of 

the ministry’s more long-term political strategy to increase student mobility and the 

internationalization of Finnish higher education, reaching as far back as 1988 (Garam, 2009, 

p. 2). However, because of the long history of international MA programs at UA and the 

subsequent changes in personnel, neither A1 nor A2 were able to pinpoint what exactly 

prompted UA to introduce English-language programs back in the day, or to what extent e.g. 

the seed funding played a part in the decision. A1 and A2 were also unable to say when 

exactly the first English requirements emerged and whether or not they were introduced with 

the first English-language MA program in Intercultural Communication. According to both 

informants, the requirements were determined before either A1 or A2 began their employment 

at UA, and their own conversations with senior staff had not been able to uncover the origins 

of the requirements. 

By contrast, according to B1, UB’s first MA program which could be systematically 

completed in English did not launch until the 2006–2007 academic year, with the English-

language MA program in Forest Sciences. According to B1, the decision to launch 

international MA programs (then called “foreign language programs”, fi. vieraskielinen 

ohjelma) was the result of combined pressure from globalization, the education market and 

the university’s own faculties. However, even before the introduction of English-language 

programs, applicants had ways of applying to UB’s domestic BA and MA programs with 

English as their only language of communication. According to B1, up until the mid-2000s, 
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UB faculties did not impose any language requirements for their domestic-language 

programs. This meant that applicants could apply to domestic degree programs without 

providing certification of proficiency in the language of the program. As the entrance exams 

for some programs also allowed completing the exam entirely in English, this enabled some 

applicants to apply without adequate skills in the language of the program: 

(1) B1: we understood that hey we need to somehow know that they can manage here 

using the language of the program . . . previously the university had accepted 

students to both master’s and bach- especially bachelor’s programs , without finnish 

or swedish skills the situation was pretty uum , wild? . . . and of course this became a 

problem then that when the , students had been accepted they realized and the 

department and faculty staff realized that [the students] don’t know the language 

used for teaching and supervision 

As described by B1, up until the mid-2000s, top-down regulation of language was minimal at 

UB both during and after student admission. It seems that the administrative level was 

disinclined to interfere in language-related questions on the faculty level. As per B1’s 

descriptions, there was some degree of resistance from the faculty side against what was felt 

to be unwanted meddling in language issues. However, as the number of international 

students increased at UB, so did the issues caused by students’ inadequate skills in the 

language of instruction.  

The situation described by B1 was not unlike the one at UA nearly a decade earlier. While the 

first English-language MA program was launched in 1997, according to A2, the early days of 

international student recruitment were less than organized at the university. Although A2 did 

not have first-hand experience of the situation, they described having discussed it with more 

senior members of staff: 

(2) A2: when we’ve had discussions about [international student recruitment] it’s been 

described as kind of a wild field? back then? and at that time we maybe didn’t have 

the kind of university-level regulation we have today 

Interestingly, both A2 and B1 used the word “wild” to describe the situation before any 

language requirements were determined on a university-wide level. It seems that the faculties’ 
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practice of admitting applicants irrespective of their language skills had led to a situation in 

which students’ language issues were causing confusion at both universities. As applicants 

knew neither what to expect nor what was expected of them, some of them ended up applying 

to programs they did not have the language proficiency to complete. As a result, the students 

and their teachers appear to have struggled with achieving progress in the domestic programs 

in a way which had a disruptive effect on the student’s path from admission to graduation. 

Indeed, the disorganized situation seems to have been one of the leading causes for the 

emergence of international MA degrees at both universities. At UB, according to B1, the 

growing number of students struggling with language issues and the faculties’ reluctance to 

act was a source of increasing “frustration” among both students and teachers. On the one 

hand, students did not know what to study, and on the other, departments did not know what 

to offer them: 

(3) B1: and in my opinion this was like irresponsible practice? because I don’t think I’d 

dare to say that this way of studying or teaching would be of very good quality  

According to B1, they were personally concerned that the unregulated situation was having a 

negative impact on the quality of education as well as the student experience at UB. B1 

particularly questioned “the promise we are making to students when we take them in”, 

suggesting that accepting students without checking for language skills was giving some 

students unrealistic expectations about their prospects at the university. These, B1 said, were 

some of the major observations which made the university look into introducing English-

language MA programs in the university’s study options more systematically.  

As described by B1, the work towards the first international MA degree at UB began with 

faculty-level negotiations regarding the language requirements of existing, domestic 

programs. In order to prevent international applicants from being accepted to domestic 

programs without the necessary skills in the language, the faculties first had to be persuaded 

to impose language requirements on their domestic programs. However, because English-

language MA programs had yet to be introduced, some faculties resisted, fearing international 

students would choose to go elsewhere: 

(4) B1: we had to work a little harder with some faculties because there was , a fear in a 
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way a kind of , human concern that how will people see us now as a university if we 

say out there globally that you can’t come study here , because we didn’t then have 

these . . . [English-language] master’s programs yet so we couldn’t say that hey we 

have lots of master’s programs where you can study in english  

It seems that the faculties’ view on the language issue was quite the opposite of B1’s. B1 saw 

the faculties’ practice of not checking for language proficiency as having a negative impact on 

the quality of education, with inevitable consequences for UB’s reputation and attractiveness 

as an international higher education institution. By contrast, the faculties saw their practice as 

the only way of acquiring international students in a situation in which the faculties could not 

offer complete programs in English. This conflict in opinion seems to have further amplified 

the need for English-language programs at the university in a way which ultimately led to the 

first MA program of 2006. 

However, while the first UB international MA program was launched in 2006, it seems that 

the first systematic English requirements may not have emerged at the same time. None of my 

informants at UB were able to say when exactly the first requirements were determined – 

even though B1 was themselves involved in the process. Though B1 stated that “a lot of 

decisions” had been made regarding English requirements already prior to 2006, they were 

unable to recall a timeline for the implementation of specific requirements. Consequently, 

much like at UA, it is not known when the first English requirements were actually 

determined at UB. It seems clear that at both UA and UB, language regulation in the 

application stage developed from, essentially, zero regulation to gradually increasing top-

down regulation, for English as for other languages. However, as per the descriptions of B1 at 

UB and A1 and A2 at UA, setting specific requirements for English proficiency happened 

neither automatically nor systematically at either university. The emergence of both the first 

English-language MA programs and the first English requirements seems to have happened 

gradually and on the basis of perceived need at the universities. There also appears to be little 

documentation available today regarding the original decisions and determining processes, 

and it remains unclear how these decisions and processes were ever recorded. Although it is 

possible that this documentation has been merely lost in the archives over the years, it may 

also be seen as another indication of the somewhat unplanned and need-based implementation 

of the English requirements at both universities. 
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4.1.2. Determining and developing English requirements 

At UB, the first systematic English requirements of the university’s MA programs – and UB’s 

degree programs more generally – were determined in the university’s strategic unit, where 

B1 said they were themselves chiefly responsible for laying the groundwork. The first 

requirements consisted of select EMI educational degrees, standardized external English tests 

and UB’s own English test. However, while B1 was not able to pinpoint specific 

developments in the English requirements, they were able to describe how they arrived at the 

first requirements more generally. According to B1, the groundwork consisted primarily of 

benchmarking against other universities, particularly in the UK, Sweden and The Netherlands, 

with a particular eye on EMI programs. Additionally, as with the language requirements of the 

faculties’ domestic programs, B1 went through long negotiations with the faculties regarding 

the English requirements of the faculties’ international programs. According to B1, these 

negotiations were important, because “it’s the faculty which accepts the student”, but also 

demanding, as B1 felt that the faculty staff did not have the necessary in-depth knowledge of 

language testing and therefore did not understand the need for strict requirements: 

(5) B1: obviously the faculties and degree programs those teachers have a certain feel 

for . . . the students’ language proficiency but not necessarily . . . for example 

language tests what they signal what does it actually mean if you set a certain limit 

or score . . . because quite often . . . there would be one or two programs or teachers 

who . . . felt that [the cut-off scores] were set so high that nobody would get in like 

this is native level , and then we just had to patiently explain that no . . . and then 

remind them that students do have to cope in their studies that it’s quite a burden if 

your language skills are not enough for studying or taking care of things in the 

program 

As per B1’s description, the same fear of losing potential applicants, which B1 said had led 

some faculties to resist setting language requirements at all, appears to have reemerged when 

B1 began presenting proposals for specific English requirements. According to B1, some 

faculty staff felt they had a better understanding of the student base and the demands of study 

than the UB administration. Therefore, the proposed minimum levels were felt to be too high, 
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even “native-like”, for the needs of the programs, scaring away qualified applicants. B1, 

meanwhile, explained that because the environment at UB, and in Finland more generally, is 

largely non-English, students could not be expected to learn and improve their English simply 

through exposure. Consequently, B1 said, UB could not set requirements that fell below the 

high level of proficiency necessitated by academic study, as represented in the English 

requirements of benchmark universities. 

However, although B1 felt that the faculties were not fully equipped to evaluate the English 

requirements proposed by B1, it remains unclear to what extent B1 themselves consulted 

language assessment or testing professionals in the process. Asked of the language center’s 

involvement, B1 was unable to recall any specific person from the center who would have 

participated and stated that most of the work consisted of benchmarking against other 

universities. B1’s own background, though language-related, was not in language assessment 

or testing, though B1 did describe having been part of a similar reform of the language 

requirements at another higher education institution. According to B1, the English 

requirements of UB had also remained relatively fixed since their emergence. Consequently, 

in 2019, it seemed that much of the work that had gone into UB’s English requirements had 

rested on the shoulders of one person, their knowledge of language testing and their research 

into reference universities. 

At the same time, if the mechanisms behind UB’s English requirements remain somewhat 

obscure, the decision-making that once led to UA’s first English requirements is even less 

clear. Much like at UB, according to my informants at UA, the English requirements of UA’s 

international MA programs relied up until 2012 on commercial English tests, EMI educational 

degrees from select countries as well as an English test organized by UA’s own language 

center. However, neither informant from UA was able to describe how or when these English 

requirements were actually determined – or by whom. According to A1, both A1 and A2 went 

to some lengths to investigate the matter in 2012, but were unable to determine why any 

particular means of certification had been chosen or who was involved in the process – 

because no one at the university seemed to know. A2 described their investigations in more 

detail: 

(6)  A2: me and [A1] did some comparison work between our international partners to 
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see where we’re actually at on a european level and where these [requirements] came 

from back then like before our time . . . and we couldn’t really find any 

documentation or really any clarity as to where they popped up from 

It is worth noting that both A1 and A2 were positioned relatively high in the organizational 

hierarchy already during their investigations, yet neither were able to find any information on 

how UA’s English requirements had been determined. The finding suggests – as it did to A1 

and A2 – that the English requirements at UA had gone unchallenged for a long time and may 

have been maintained simply as part of the status quo. This seems to have led both A1 and A2 

to question whether the requirements were in fact serving their purpose. A1 described looking 

into whether or not the requirements were consistent with students’ academic success, only to 

find “no real correlation”. Meanwhile, A2 said they had discussed the topic with language 

experts and other staff at the university. As a result of these conversations, A2 had begun to 

suspect some of the certificates were being used not so much because they were good 

measures of English proficiency than because they were easy to verify. 

Another cause for concern in 2012 was UA’s own English test, which A1 felt did not meet the 

requirements of a high-stakes test. Because of A1’s own background in language assessment, 

A1 said they took a particular interest in the English test as soon as they came into their 

current position, but soon raised concerns about the validity of the test and its assignment 

types. In fact, according to A2, the UA English test was never meant to be a standalone 

language test, but a stopgap for “exceptional cases”, such as UA’s outgoing exchange 

students, for whom neither a commercial test nor other means of certification were available 

(or reasonable). However, since the test has been introduced, it had been extended to other 

uses, including proficiency certification in the application stage, which A1 found problematic 

given its original purpose and lack of validation. As a result, A1 personally stopped the testing 

on the grounds that a non-validated test could not be used for any testing in which the results 

could make or break the test-taker’s application to the university. 

To address all these concerns, according to A1, the UA language center, strategic planning 

unit and center for educational research joined their forces to investigate alternative ways of 

verifying English proficiency. According to both A1 and A2, both of them were heavily 

involved in the project, which on A1’s initiative began approaching the issue through the 
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concept of academic readiness. A2 described how the project arrived at the concept: 

(7) A2: well it was exactly this discussion about different international standardized 

validated language tests like their minimum scores . . . and do they measure language 

proficiency in a way which corresponds to what we here at [UA] understand by 

language proficiency . . . like is it something distinct? . . . or if it’s something that’s 

intertwined with your academic competence . . . which then relates to this concept 

which is maybe more familiar to anglo american . . . research this college readiness 

or academic readiness . . . we began to dig into it and whether anything like it had 

been done in europe and , and could we work with this and what would that mean . . 

. and sort of iterating and testing from there 

According to both A1 and A2, the academic readiness concept proposed that academic 

language proficiency was inextricable from content knowledge in a way which should be 

reflected in both student recruitment and subsequent studies. Indeed, in 2019, this concept, as 

described by A2, extended beyond the UA application process – it permeated the university’s 

entire education offering. According to A2, instead of distinct language courses, UA’s 

compulsory language studies had been integrated in the content teaching of each degree, and 

teachers from both the programs and the language center participated in the instruction. As a 

result, the university no longer included mandatory language studies in either its domestic or 

international BA and MA programs. The introduction of the academic readiness concept in the 

university’s application process was therefore not a standalone reform, but part of a larger 

university-wide shift towards a language and content-integrated understanding of academic 

competence in all languages – a shift that, in 2019, was still ongoing. 

In line with this concept, A1 said they worked together with a colleague for three years to 

develop an entirely new tool for English testing tailored to UA’s needs. According to A1, built 

on the framework of academic readiness, the new English test consisted of a written online 

pre-task and an online interview, both of which were designed and executed in cooperation 

between the degree programs and the language center. According to A1, the test primarily 

aimed to measure the applicant’s ability to understand and produce both written and spoken 

academic English on topics related to the relevant field of study. However, as the test could be 

completed entirely at home via internet, the test was also designed to ensure that the applicant 
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completed both assignments without significant outside help. As per A1, the test moved to 

piloting in 2015 with two MA programs on board. Though the test remained in the pilot stage 

in 2019, according to A2, a third MA program was set to join the trial for Spring 2020, which 

A2 expected to be the final year of the pilot stage. Because the test was still being trialed at 

the university, up until Spring 2019, the new test comprised an additional stage in the 

application process. This meant that applicants were required to both submit a proficiency 

certificate and participate in the UA test in order to successfully apply to the programs in the 

pilot. As a result of the trial, however, according to A1, one program was intending to make 

the UA test the only means of demonstrating English skills starting Spring 2020. 

Since the beginning of the pilot in 2015, according to both A1 and A2, the pilot had been in 

many ways successful. According to A1, one major benefit was having teachers from both the 

faculty and language center be part of the process, as this enabled them to get to know the 

students and their English skills from an early stage. This, in turn, allowed the teachers to 

differentiate their instruction, assess the students’ expected progress and address problems 

early. Moreover, according to A2, both students as well as rejected applicants had commended 

the test for broadening their understanding of the demands of the program and their own level 

of English: 

(8) A2: there have also been applicants who at some point in the screening have come to 

the conclusion that if this is the [required] level then they won’t be able to cope with 

their studies and they withdraw from the application process , and that’s actually in 

some ways like a good result . . . I mean that’s the whole point of the process that it 

also tells the applicant something about us and the . . . way of approaching content 

and language and communication here 

According to A2, some applicants had opted not to proceed with their application after 

participating in the UA English test, because the high skill level required was felt to reflect the 

expected performance level more generally. However, while these applicants had 

consequently dropped out of the race, A2 saw this, too, as a positive outcome. For A2, the UA 

test – and language requirements more generally – was not merely a way of ensuring that 

prospective students could cope with their studies. It was also a way of communicating about 

the level at which students were expected to operate at UA, both language and content-wise. 
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According to A2, this was another way in which the pilot test served the university’s purposes 

as it filtered less motivated candidates out of the application process. 

Yet after four rounds of piloting in 2019, some challenges also remained. To begin with, the 

pilot had revealed differences in how faculty teachers conducted the interviews in the 

application stage – not only within the programs in the pilot, but across the university’s degree 

programs more widely. This, A1 said, compromised the equal treatment of applicants in a way 

which called for more interviewer training. At the same time, according to A1, the language 

center continued to wrestle with the programs regarding the minimum English requirements, 

to the “frustration” of all parties involved. As explained by A2, some faculties were still 

apprehensive about setting high demands for English in 2019. They worried that “too high” 

requirements could especially deter non-EU/EEA applicants, who were under extra pressure 

to perform because of the tuition fee and the requirements of the Finnish residence permit. 

Similar fears had also been echoed by faculties at UB, where, according to B1, “high” English 

requirements were a particular issue for the first international MA programs. However, A2 

saw the effect of high requirements as being quite the opposite:  

(9)  A2: one thing that’s related to . . . the desirability or appeal or attractiveness [of a 

university or degree program] is this idea of quality? and then quality has to do with 

this idea of a higher level of requirements whether it’s related to content knowledge 

or then language skills 

A2 argued that high language requirements could in fact be a way of promoting a particular 

program or institution as one which expects – and can afford to expect – a lot from its 

students. According to A2, strict requirements signal that the institution or program is only 

interested in the very best candidates, giving the impression that it is very sought after 

compared to competing alternatives. Indeed, A2 believed high English requirements were also 

being used to trim the crop at more in-demand institutions and degree programs. One example 

given by A2 was UA’s own popular business school, which maintained stricter language 

requirements than many other international MA programs at the university. 

Finally, another prevailing concern for the pilot project in 2019 was funding. Despite the cuts 

in government funding in 2016 (Räisänen & Rajala, 2017), according to A2, the UA language 

center had so far been able to carry out the pilot within their own resources. However, should 
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more programs want to participate after 2020, according to A2, additional personnel and 

funding would be needed to accommodate the larger number of tests. In August 2019, 

negotiations to this effect had yet to take place. At the same time, although both A1 and A2 

acknowledged the new test was “resource-intensive”, A1 believed the test would ultimately 

“pay for itself”, through e.g. reduced workloads for faculty teachers. As we discussed the 

financing of the test, A2 also took issue with always prioritizing savings over other 

considerations: 

(10) A2: it’s not easy for sure and probably won’t come cheap either but then is that the 

only yardstick we should be looking at here or is it that we get good suitable students 

who also themselves feel as if they belong here . . . advance in their studies at a good 

pace graduate and find a place in working life either in finland or abroad , and then 

they become good alumni so shouldn’t that be the end goal here 

Although A2 recognized that the university had certain financial obligations, they felt that 

such considerations should not automatically override the benefits that could be had from 

making an investment, especially in such a core activity as student recruitment. Though the 

new language test came at a price, A2 saw the investment as worthwhile if, as A1 and A2 

believed, the test was able to produce suitable applicants for the university. 

Considering the direction of events at UA, interestingly, the trend had been simultaneously 

quite the opposite at UB. The same year the Finnish government implemented its funding cuts 

in 2016, UB decided to end its own language testing service for BA and MA applicants. 

Offered by the UB language center since 2003, according to B2, the service included testing 

for Finnish, Swedish and English, and was offered as a supplement to other, external language 

tests used by the university. As described by B2, the tests were carried out and evaluated by 

teachers at the language center and tried test-takers on four aspects of language proficiency: 

1) writing, 2) reading comprehension, 3) grammar and vocabulary, and 4) oral proficiency. 

Assignments were designed with university studies in mind, but, by B2’s description, tested 

language use that was “neither altogether general nor purely academic”. Tests were typically 

organized at the university main campus, but could also be carried out at another approved 

facility or, for the speaking test, via Skype, as needed.  

According to B2, the language test was not an “international audited test” meant for 
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widespread use, but one which was designed specifically for UB’s purposes. Accordingly, B2 

said, the university’s motive for commissioning the service was not to make a profit or 

compete with other testing providers. Instead, the test was created to better serve the 

university’s own application schedules, which the major commercial language tests were 

unable to respond to. B2 explained that many of the major international tests were frequently 

either fully booked or organized at times which did not go well with UB’s application periods. 

This forced applicants to, essentially, compete with each other for a spot on one of the 

commercial tests in order to apply in the UB timeframe. This presented a problem for UB, as 

it meant that some top candidates were possibly unable to apply only because of a technical 

issue. As a result, B2 said, UB requested that the language center begin organizing language 

tests in line with the university’s needs: 

(11)  B2: and we tried to keep the prices of the tests down . . . it wasn’t important for us to 

get people to come to the test but that the university gets applicants . . . so to cover , 

all the administrative expenses , the renting of facilities , the tester’s expenses . . . so 

we definitely definitely definitely weren’t making a profit 

As described by B2, the test was primarily intended to serve student recruitment at UB by 

offering a solution to the scheduling issue. However, at the same time, the flexible 

arrangements and accessible price may have also appealed to applicants, even if competing 

with other testing providers may not have been the test’s intended purpose. Although the test 

was not free of charge, its price was, as B2 recalled, approximately EUR 100 per test – 

notably less than the EUR 150–250 typically charged by commercial testing providers. In 

addition, the UB language center showed more flexibility in the test arrangements than many 

commercial testers, whose tests were organized at long intervals and required attendance at an 

approved testing facility. Therefore, while the test may have been intended as an alternative 

for applicants unable to take a commercial test in a timely manner, in practice it may have 

also been an alternative for those for whom the commercial tests were less accessible because 

of financial or geographical factors. 

Still, the number of applicants who elected to take the UB test was not staggering. According 

to statistics provided by B2, between 2003 and 2016, a total of 835 tests-takers participated in 

a BA or MA-level language test offered by the language center. Of these test-takers, 418 
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completed the English test, constituting approx. 50% of the BA and MA-level test-takers – or 

an average of 30 test-takers per year. To put that in context, according to the university’s 

statistics from e.g. 2014, the international MA programs at UB received nearly 2000 

applications in total. A quick calculation reveals 30 applications to be only 1.5% of this total – 

provided that all test-takers were also MA-level applicants. In light of these figures, it seems 

financial considerations may have played a major role in the shuttering of the service. Even 

for the most popular English test, a yearly average of 30 test-takers is a low number 

considering the resources necessitated by testing, though according to B2, the annual number 

of test-takers was also constricted by the language center’s capacity for testing. The timing of 

the shutdown in 2016 also coincided with the cuts in funding by the Finnish government. 

According to B2, the subsequent retrenchment at UB significantly reduced the number of 

qualified testers at the language center. Indeed, B2 themselves were of the opinion that the 

cuts in funding were the main reason for discontinuing the service and that testing was 

unlikely to resume without reverting the changes. B1 confirmed there were currently “no 

resources to carry out testing”, but also expressed a degree of contentment with the current 

battery of external tests. As a result, in 2019, there appeared to be neither the resources nor the 

motivation at UB to bring back any kind of in-house English testing for MA applicants. 

This was in stark contrast to the developments at UA, where, according to A1, the long-term 

aim of the testing pilot was to replace all external methods of certification across the 

university’s international programs. That said, it should be noted that the purposes of the tests 

at UA and UB were different from the outset. While UA’s pilot English test was created 

specifically to replace other means of proficiency verification in the application process, the 

test at UB was only ever meant to be a supplement to other tests, which did not meet UB’s 

scheduling needs at the time. As a smaller university, UA generally also has far fewer 

applications to process – and therefore fewer applicants to test – than UB. According to 

publicly available statistics, while UB received more than 3000 applications to its 

international MA programs in 2019, the programs at UA received approximately 1000. 

Finally, as stated by A2, UA’s English test was in 2019 still being funded within the existing 

budget of the language center. Therefore, to what extent UA was actually prepared to invest in 

the language test remained to be seen at the time of writing this thesis. Nonetheless, the 

diverging developments can be seen as mirroring different approaches to proficiency issues at 

UA and UB, where at UB, practical considerations perhaps carry more weight. 
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4.2. English requirements at UA and UB in 2019 

4.2.1. English requirements in Spring 2019  

For the Spring 2019 intake, the minimum English requirements for international MA 

programs at both UA and UB were determined as part of the general admission criteria. 

However, according to A1, individual programs at UA were allowed to set stricter 

requirements for English than those set in the general criteria. Accordingly, as per the degree-

specific criteria, about 50% of the international MA programs at UA had somewhat stricter 

requirements, all of which diverged in the educational degrees accepted. Meanwhile, at UB, 

the accepted certification as well as the cut-off scores and grades were the same for all 

international MA programs, as per the UB website. According to the UB rector’s decision 

determining the general admission criteria for Spring 2019, degree programs within the 

faculty of Arts had the option of “making exceptions” to the language requirements set in the 

general criteria. However, according to B1, this provision was not intended to allow setting 

stricter requirements for English, but rather to enable programs in language studies to set 

additional proficiency requirements for their target language. Meanwhile, according to both 

A2 and B1, no faculty at either UA or UB was allowed to set requirements that fell below the 

minimums specified in the general admission criteria. 

For the international MA programs at UA, the Spring 2019 English requirements were stated 

separately for each program on the UA website. Meanwhile, the programs at UB all adhered 

to a single set of requirements listed on one page of the UB website. As per the websites, both 

UA and UB required applicants to demonstrate their English proficiency using one of the 

following: 

 

• an EMI upper secondary degree from a Nordic country, the United Kingdom, Ireland, 

the United States, Canada, Australia or New Zealand, except: 

◦ 3 UA programs which did not accept a degree from a Nordic country 

• an EMI university degree from an EU/EEA country, Switzerland, the United States, 

Canada, Australia or New Zealand, except:  

◦ 3 UA programs which did not accept a BA degree from Switzerland 
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◦ 3 UA programs which did not accept degrees from an EU/EEA country or 

Switzerland 

• a TOEFL certificate, 

• an IELTS Academic certificate, 

• a Cambridge English CPE or CAE certificate, 

• a PTE Academic certificate, or 

• a National Certificate of Language Proficiency (YKI) for English.  

Additionally, UA also accepted the following: 

 

• 6 ECTS credits in academic English from a Finnish higher education provider, except: 

◦ 3 UA programs which did not accept ECTS credits in academic English. 

Meanwhile, UB also accepted the following: 

 

• a non-EMI IB degree with English as the A1, A2 or A language, 

• a European Baccalaureate degree with English as either the LI or LII language,  

• a degree from a Finnish university with English as the major subject, 

• a university or polytechnic degree completed in Finland, provided that the degree 

included foreign language studies in English, or 

• a language test completed at a Finnish university. 

Both universities also maintained specific cut-off scores for the English tests as well as 

minimum grades for the English studies of non-EMI degrees. The minimum scores and grades 

were generally the same for all programs both within and between UA and UB. There were 

some differences in how the universities ranked performances in the PTE and YKI tests; while 

UB required demonstrating either a minimum PTE score of 62 or a YKI grade 5, the programs 

at UA all accepted a PTE score of 59 or a YKI grade 4. Overall, however, there was 

considerable overlap between UA and UB in both the accepted certification and required 

minimums. 

In addition to the certification listed above, both UA and UB required that applicants 

complete additional assignments as part of the application process. At UA, the process for all 
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except two international MA programs included an additional interview stage for the highest 

scoring applicants. As per the program websites, these interviews were evaluated on various 

criteria, including English proficiency. All except one UA program mandated applicants to 

submit a letter of motivation in order to qualify for the interview stage, while two UA 

programs also required completing another pre-assignment alongside the letter of motivation. 

Both the motivation letter and pre-assignments were subject to language-related assessment, 

as per the UA website.  

At the same time, two international MA programs at UA did not include a conventional 

interview stage. Instead, applicants were required to participate in the university’s own 

English test, which was being piloted in the programs in 2019. As described by A1, the test 

consisted of an online pre-task and a follow-up online interview, both of which were based on 

material related to the relevant field of study. The assignments were evaluated by teachers 

from the program in cooperation with teachers from the language center. Based on the 

evaluation, the language center then made recommendations to each program regarding which 

applicants best met the language assessment criteria. According to A1, the programs could 

either accept or reject the language center’s recommendations. 

Meanwhile, as per the UB website, all international MA programs at UB required submitting 

a letter of motivation as part of the application. Circa 30% of the programs also required 

applicants to submit another written pre-assignment, while three programs included a 

conventional interview stage instead of the additional written task. According to B1, the 

interviews and pre-assignments could not be subject to in-depth language-related assessment, 

but could be evaluated on e.g. how well the applicant was able to communicate in the field 

and whether the applicant understood the questions and topics being discussed. However, 

according to the 2019–2020 assessment guidelines for one faculty at UB, both the pre-

assignments and interviews could be evaluated on, among other things, style and academic 

language. Therefore, despite the information from B1, language-related assessment seems to 

have been an integral part of the evaluation of application-related assignments. This may have 

enabled rejecting applicants on language-related grounds even if the applicant otherwise met 

the English requirements in the general admission criteria. 

According to the admission criteria for both universities listed online, applicants who failed to 
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demonstrate their English skills through one of the accepted methods were not eligible to 

apply, and their applications would not be processed. However, according to A1, the programs 

at UA had some unofficial “ways” of accepting an applicant even if the applicant was unable 

to adequately demonstrate their English proficiency. According to A1, this included bypassing 

both the language certificate and the results of the UA English test, though such practice was 

strongly discouraged by the language center and “in principle not allowed” by the university. 

By contrast, at UB, B1 repeatedly stressed than no applicant could be admitted without 

language certification as specified in the UB general admission criteria. According to B1, this 

was especially due to the university’s commitment to the equal treatment of applicants and the 

subsequent need to document the application process: 

(12) B1: the requirements have to first of all be decided in the right order and then they 

have to be well-communicated to the applicant . . . so we can’t completely arbitrarily 

decide that okay you can come or you can’t come . . . we always need to have that 

justification 

The diverging standpoints on accepting students with weaker English skills, as described by 

A1 and B1, can be seen as reflecting different approaches to student recruitment more widely. 

Whereas UA appeared to be primarily interested in recruiting applicants with the best content 

knowledge, at UB, applicant equality and accountability seemed stronger considerations. 

Meanwhile, the differing practices also say something about how issues of language 

proficiency were viewed at both universities. While the contrasting developments in e.g. in-

house English testing suggested that language issues were receiving more attention at UA, 

these issues could be sidelined on a case-by-case basis even in the UA application process. 

Consequently, despite the research and development being put into language issues, even at 

UA, these issues were not allowed to absolutely constrict the application process in a way 

which categorically excluded otherwise desirable applicants. 

In conclusion, the English requirements at both UA and UB were in many ways strikingly 

similar in 2019 – possibly as a result of the kind of benchmarking work described by e.g. B1 

at UB. At the same time, at both universities, language assessment in the application stage 

seems to have been more complex and included more criteria than was apparent to either the 

administrative level or the applicant. Although the official English requirements of UB were 
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clearly defined and accessible on the internet, my data revealed that faculties were also setting 

additional, less formal requirements for various pre-assignments. As such, it seems these 

requirements were neither communicated to nor vetted by the top administrative level at the 

university. Meanwhile, at UA, the English requirements of its international MA programs 

were described as absolutely binding on the UA website. In reality, however, it appears the 

programs could circumvent these requirements at will in a way which was not made known to 

the applicants. 

 

4.2.2. Reviewing and revising existing requirements 

According to A2, in 2019, the language requirements of all degree programs at UA were 

reviewed and updated in the university’s education council. According to the university 

website, the education council consisted of the vice rector, vice deans, higher ranking 

administrative staff, the director of the UA language center, administrative specialists and a 

student representative. According to A2, the requirements were reviewed alongside the 

general admission criteria. As described by A1, the process began with an initial discussion in 

the council, after which a suggestion regarding the general admission criteria was drafted for 

review. The suggestion was then passed on to the faculty heads of academic affairs, who made 

their suggestions for changes. After this round of comments, the document was returned to the 

education council for drafting the final version. Once approved by the council, the general 

admission criteria were presented to the university rector as a single document and made 

official with the rector’s decision. After the general criteria had been approved, according to 

A2, the ball was then passed on to the faculties, where the individual degree programs could 

now review the English requirements and decide on more stringent ones, as needed. As my 

interview touched on the subject of sufficient proficiency, A1 explained why the programs at 

UA were allowed to set their own stricter requirements. According to A1, there were “big 

differences” in how students and teachers operated in different programs. In the natural 

sciences, students tended to work closely alongside research groups; students in the 

behavioral sciences frequently worked in small groups; while in economics and business, 

students typically studied independently. As these different modes of working could 

necessitate different requirements for English, A1 said the decision had been left to the 
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programs. 

According to A2, in 2019, the general English requirements were still being revised annually 

as part of the general admission criteria at UA. However, as this yearly revision had become a 

relatively formal process in which the criteria typically remained unchanged, according to A2, 

the university intended to switch to three-year cycles starting in 2020. Nonetheless, A2 said, 

the debate surrounding the English requirements remained “lively” within the university. 

Some changes to the requirements had also been made over the years, as evidenced by A1’s 

shuttering of the UA language test in 2012 and the introduction of the entirely new language 

test in 2015. A2 was also able to describe another change, whereby the option of proving your 

English proficiency with 6 ECTS credits in academic English was to be removed from the 

Spring 2020 requirements. According to A2, the option was introduced for the Spring 2018 

intake, primarily to allow UA’s own BA graduates to apply to the university’s international 

MA programs without having to take an English test. As explained by A2, UA had by then 

moved on from distinct language courses to content and language-integrated studies. This 

posed a problem for UA students who wanted to advance from a Finnish-language BA 

program to an English-language MA program at the university. To ensure that these students 

had the English skills to make the transition but without burdening the students unduly, 

according to A2, the university consulted with the language center, and the option of 6 ECTS 

credits was subsequently introduced. However, when the ECTS credits were added to the 

requirements, a new problem then emerged, where UA now also had to accept students with 

ECTS credits from another university or polytechnic. According to A2, it soon proved 

difficult to verify what comprised 6 ECTS credits in academic English at other institutions 

and whether this met UA’s requirements for the language. As a result, A2 said, the process 

was felt to be so laborious that the option was being removed for Spring 2020. 

Meanwhile, according to B1, the language requirements for all degree programs at UB were 

updated in 2019 within the university’s strategic unit, part of a larger unit for teaching and 

learning services. The strategic unit was responsible for producing and maintaining the 

general admission criteria for all degree programs, and as described by B1, the English 

requirements were reviewed as part of the annual revision of the general criteria. According to 

B1, the process started with the strategic unit drafting a single document covering the general 

admission criteria, with B1 bearing the main responsibility for the English requirements. Once 
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the document was ready, it was sent to the academic affairs council for a round of feedback. 

According to the UB intranet, in 2019, this council consisted of the vice rector, vice deans, 

higher ranking administrative staff, the director of the UB language center, other university 

staff and a student representative. Once the council had approved the final document, 

according to B1, it was then presented to the university rector by a specialist from the 

strategic unit and made official with the rector’s decision. If any changes were necessary after 

the criteria were made official, according to B1, such amendments always necessitated a new 

rector’s decision.  

Similarly to UA, according to B1, the process of reviewing the English requirements was 

relatively formal at UB, though “some fine-tuning [was] always being made”. According to 

B1, a review of the requirements could involve consulting the UB language center. However, 

according to B2, the language center was generally not involved beyond its role in the 

academic affairs council. Indeed, it seems that commercial testing providers may have played 

a bigger role in the process. According to B1, the cut-off scores set in the English 

requirements relied largely on information received from the testing providers on how their 

scoring compared to CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) 

levels of English, the assessment criteria in use at UB. B1 also stated that testing providers 

sometimes approached the university with new testing tools, and according to B3 and B4, the 

admissions office could also pass on suggestions regarding new language tests (though, as per 

B3, it generally rarely did so). However, according to B1, the threshold for making changes to 

the existing battery of tests was generally high, unless there was a significant problem: 

(13) B1: very easily something like this just kind of sticks so that now that they have been 

determined then if there aren’t any major changes in the tests we keep going with 

what we have , so I have to admit that we don’t go and rework them lightly 

According to B1, aside from serious concerns, such as a data security-related breach at a 

testing provider, the English requirements were considered tried-and-tested and satisfied the 

university’s needs. Indeed, as per B1’s description, this applied to the general admission 

criteria as a whole, which were to be reviewed less regularly as of the Spring 2019 intake. 

This was also indicated in the rector’s decision determining the admission criteria for 2019, 

which stated that the criteria was “valid until further notice”. According to B1, this meant that 
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in the future, the English requirements would be reviewed only “as new situations and needs 

arise”. B1 further stated that they felt that a “consensus” had been reached with the faculties 

regarding the existing requirements and that the faculties seemed content with the criteria.  

Be that as it may, the notion of a faculty-level consensus seems to be at odds with the 

decision-making surrounding the requirements themselves. In 2019, the faculties at UB were 

not even allowed to set their own English requirements after they were determined in the 

general admission criteria. According to the UB rector’s decision regarding the criteria for 

2019, only the faculty of Arts could make exceptions to the language requirements, and, as 

stated by B1, this provision did not allow setting lower requirements for English. This need to 

limit faculty-level decision-making seems inconsistent with B1’s statement that the faculties 

were happy with the criteria. When our interview touched on the subject, B1 said they were 

aware that some universities did indeed differentiate their requirements, “especially in 

English-speaking countries”. However, according to B1, there had not been a lot of discussion 

on the issue at UB so far: 

(14) B1: we haven’t really even considered it . . . but yeah it does pop up that should we 

[differentiate] . . . and there isn’t anything other than this awareness at the university 

level that it’s typical that . . . some universities have clearly distinct [proficiency] 

levels for different subjects . . . but we don’t and nor do all countries and universities 

anyway like non english 

  IR: yeah , and this kind of need hasn’t (at least) emerged (-)..  

  B1: well so far , so far there hasn’t so , no 

According to B1, there had not been signals from the faculty level that there might be interest 

in setting degree-specific English requirements for different programs, and there were also 

many other universities which maintained the same requirements across their programs. 

However, my own data showed indications to the contrary, e.g. in how UB faculties were 

going beyond the general requirements to set additional language criteria for application-

related assignments. Despite B1’s role in determining the English requirements at UB, B1 

seemed unaware of the extent to which English was in fact being assessed in the various 

assignments in the international application process. Meanwhile, at UA, the faculties were not 
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only allowed to set stricter requirements for their international programs, they frequently did 

so as well. The observations suggest that the administrative and faculty levels at UB were not 

communicating on language-related issues in a productive way. 

 

4.3. Views on language proficiency, requirements and testing 

Describing their views on why international MA programs need language requirements, A1, 

A2, B1 and B2 were all remarkably unanimous in the need to ensure that students had 

“sufficient knowledge” of the language to cope with their studies. However, while this idea 

appeared fairly straightforward to my informants, what exactly counted as “sufficient 

knowledge” seemed more difficult to determine. A2 brought up, among other things, the 

Government Decree on University Degrees (794/2004), which A2 said on its own already 

necessitated a certain level of proficiency. At the same time, A2 acknowledged that the 

concept was “very abstract” and “difficult to understand from the applicant’s point of view”. 

They also questioned who gets to decide what counts as sufficient: 

(15)  A2: I’m not even sure I can answer that question of what is sufficient , for me of 

course I know how it’s defined in for example our admission criteria . . . and how 

you can look at it theoretically what it means but I mean in the end it is , quite a lot 

to summarize in one test score 

In my interviews, both A1 and A2 tied sufficiency to the concept of academic readiness, in 

which content and language competence are tightly linked. At the same time, both recognized 

the difficulty of giving an exhaustive definition and said that the concept was more complex 

than a simple test score allowed. Additionally, A2 problematized the question of authority in 

defining “sufficient proficiency”. In another context, A2 brought up UA’s linguistics 

specialists as one relevant authority in language-related questions, but seemed unwilling to 

give their own definition of what sufficient proficiency entailed. Despite A2’s own 

background in language studies, they were unwilling to put themselves in a position of 

authority, but instead saw language-related questions as necessitating specialist consultation. 

At UB, B1 also agreed that “sufficient proficiency” referred to the language skills needed to 
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study and take care of practical matters at the university. However, while both my informants 

at UA tied the concept specifically to academic literacy, B1 often discussed the idea in plainer 

terms, linking it to applicant expectations and “knowing the language”: 

(16) B1: what is the promise we are making to the students if we accept them to study . . . 

without knowing the language is it fair even to the student , and this was in my 

opinion the argument that . . . we need to ensure that the student has the means to 

study in the program we’re offering and if the program is in a certain language for 

example finnish , then doesn’t it make sense to demand and check and say that you 

need to have sufficient skills in the language , so that you can manage here 

In B1’s view, the university was responsible for providing its students with a setting in which 

the latter could reasonably complete their studies. As a result, accepting students without 

checking their language skills was giving some students a false promise of success. This same 

idea of a “promise” being made also emerged in my interview with A1. As part of the testing 

pilot, A1 described having followed the progress of students who were accepted in spite of not 

faring well in the pilot English test. According to A1, while some of these students were able 

to catch up with their peers, others “were not doing well at all”, which A1 described as a 

result of “us giving them a promise which didn’t last”. However, while my informants at both 

UA and UB appeared to agree on this point, there was a marked difference in how B1, A1 and 

A2 described the kind of English proficiency that was needed at the university, with A1 and 

A2 appearing to adopt a more theoretical approach to the issue. This could be seen as an 

indication of different understandings of academic English more widely. While A1 and A2 

discussed the concept consistently through the theoretical framework of academic readiness, 

B1 seemed to lean towards a less specialized notion in which “knowing the language” was 

sufficient for academic study. 

At the same time, at UB, the need to check for English proficiency was also strongly linked to 

applicant equality. According to B1, maintaining clear and uncompromising language 

requirements was, in fact, required by Finnish law, which obliged the university to treat all 

applicants equally: 

 (17)  B1: we have certain legal principles , legal requirements where we need to for 

example treat all applicants equally . . . so we have to have a document where we say 
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that to be accepted the student has to meet these and these criteria . . . [which] first of 

all have to be decided in the right order and then they have be well communicated to 

the applicant 

According to both B1 and B2, the principle of equal treatment, as outlined in Finnish 

legislation, required that the university maintain language requirements on the one hand, and 

adhere to them on the other – a point which particularly recurred in my interview with B1. 

This was also reflected in the UB application process, in which, according to B4, applications 

which did not meet the university’s language requirements were simply not processed. 

According to B1, UB could, in theory, accept students with “slightly weaker language skills”, 

if there was “something else that compensated” for it, such as the applicant’s academic 

accomplishments (describing, essentially, the practice at UA). However, because such a 

decision could be “fairly easily contested”, B1 said UB had chosen not to go in for such 

practice. B2 also described having received feedback from faculty personnel in which the 

language requirements were described in such terms as “bureaucratic” and “unnecessary”, 

pointing further towards discontentment within the faculties. However, B2 said they could 

only sympathize as the equal treatment of applicants mandated that everyone go through the 

same process. 

Meanwhile, at UA, where degree programs had more leeway in implementing the English 

requirements, applicant equality did not emerge as an issue in this context. According to A1, 

the option of accepting students even without sufficient language certification was part of the 

“autonomy” and normal decision-making powers of the individual programs. A2 further 

explained that when the applications were still being handled by the centralized application 

processing service University Admissions Finland (which operated from 2010 until the Fall 

2018 intake), applications with insufficient language certification were not processed by the 

service and therefore never reached the university. This, A2 said, led to a lot of debate within 

UA as to whether that was giving language proficiency “too big a role” in the application 

process: 

(18)  A2: it had become this watershed in a way and this was also something which 

generated like some type of discussion at least within our university I’m sure also at 

other universities that language proficiency was being given way too big some 
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thought too big a role in the application process in that there might be a really good 

student or applicant , with a suitable background motivated skilled knowledgeable . . 

. who is only missing a few points [on their language test] or weren’t able to take the 

language test on time . . . and then [that person’s application] isn’t processed because 

of our rigid application process so it was this kind of , threshold 

Although A2 did not state so explicitly, they appeared to align with a more broadly expressed 

opinion at UA that while verifying an applicant’s language proficiency was important, this 

could not be a mechanical process, in which otherwise qualified applicants were 

automatically rejected on language-related grounds. At UA, this seemed to translate to the 

practice by which faculties could accept applicants on a case-by-case basis, irrespective of 

their language certification. However, while admitting applicants in this way was arguably 

putting applicants in an unequal position, neither A1 nor A2 mentioned this as an issue in this 

context. 

Instead, A1 and A2 associated the question of applicant equality to language testing and its 

various challenges. As part of the research for the pilot language test at UA, A2 described 

having discussed standardized language tests with the university’s specialists in linguistics. 

Although A2 emphasized that they themselves were “no expert in the field”, they described 

how these conversations had led A2 to question the use of standardized tests for language 

certification, especially in the context of UA: 

(19) A2: first of all there are huge differences in the way they- just in in how they 

organize the tests how they’re available what’s the infrastructure around taking the 

test but then also in terms of substance maybe to some extent even pedagogy in how 

language proficiency in the test , what’s the sort of theoretical or other framework 

through which language proficiency is evaluated and for what purpose the test was 

originally created these can differ quite a lot [from test to test] and even when you 

have a test which , claims to evaluate academic proficiency then what for example 

culture context does it refer to . . . and do we here understand it at all the same way 

It is worth noting that in Spring 2019, the English requirements of the MA programs at UA 

still included many of the most commonly used standardized English tests on the market. 

Indeed, even at UA, standardized external tests were undoubtedly a convenient and cost-
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effective way of verifying English proficiency, and, as stated by A1, these tests had been part 

of the UA requirements for many years. Consequently, UA still utilized many of the major 

standardized tests which A2 was simultaneously criticizing. At the same time, however, both 

A1 and A2 appeared to have been instrumental in steering the university towards alternative 

means of proficiency certification. A1 believed that the UA English test was a better fit for the 

university-wide concept of academic readiness and expressed hope that the test would 

ultimately replace all the conventional proficiency certificates. A2, meanwhile, thought the 

UA test was a more applicant-friendly and just solution than standardized tests, which A2 

believed were unable to accommodate situational, cultural or applicant-related variables. Of 

course, these sentiments may have been promotional talk in a situation in which both A1 and 

A2 had an interest in the pilot’s success. However, the consistency and readiness with which 

both described their views gave the impression that their opinions were well founded. 

Meanwhile, at UB, according to B4, the most popular means of English certification in 2019 

were IELTS Academic followed by TOEFL – both standardized commercial language tests. 

B1, who was chiefly responsible for the English requirements at the time, signaled their 

awareness of the criticism that had been leveled at these and other standardized English tests. 

B1 acknowledged that the tests had been challenged particularly in terms of whether they 

tested the kind of language proficiency needed at the university, which B1 felt was a “valid 

and good question”. As an expert on language testing, B2 underscored that they felt 

standardized tests were generally appropriate for proficiency testing in the application stage. 

However, they, too, expressed some reservations regarding the relevance of test assignments, 

particularly in academia: 

(20)  B2: let’s say that I don’t necessarily think that all the sections in the tests have 

always been very relevant? or the execution that you have to , produce , in a short 

amount of time some oral test on a computer , just like that without any real contact 

with any one person so I haven’t always entirely agreed that that’s the right way to 

test and , the most individual-centered way and the most humane way 

Although B2 did not see any major problems with using standardized tests for measuring an 

applicant’s English proficiency, B2 did question the authenticity of some of the assignment 

types in comparison to real life language use. As one example, B2 described computerized 
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oral exercises, in which test-takers were asked to read a short text, then given 10 seconds to 

prepare before having to talk about the text for 80 seconds. According to B2, assignments of 

this kind in no way reflected “natural and authentic communication”. When our interview 

touched on the subject of nativeness, B2 also expressed disapproval of using the native 

speaker norm as a measurement of English proficiency. Nonetheless, the concerns expressed 

by B1 or B2 were not as strong as those of A1 and A2, who actively questioned whether 

standardized tests measured the kind of academic competence needed at a Finnish university. 

According to B1, however, although standardized tests were “not by any means perfect”, 

UB’s limited resources constrained the number of alternatives available to the university. 

In the previous sections, I noted several points of overlap between how the English 

requirements emerged and what the requirements demanded at both universities. However, 

while these processes and the resulting regulation may have displayed similarities, the 

parallels stopped short of how my informants viewed English proficiency and standardized 

English testing in the university context. While A1 and A2 consistently referred to the concept 

of academic readiness to describe “sufficient proficiency”, B1 approached the issue from a 

more generic perspective of “knowing the language”. These viewpoints seemed to carry over 

to my informants’ views on standardized testing as well. While neither B1 nor B2 expressed 

any significant objections to using standardized English tests in the application stage, both A1 

and A2 questioned how relevant the results of such tests were in the context of academia. At 

the same time, UA seemed to be embracing more targeted in-house testing of applicants’ 

English proficiency, while UB appeared to have abandoned it. Though the gloomy economic 

outlook of the mid and late 2010s surely played a major role in UB’s decision to fold its 

English test for MA applicants, it is not hard to see how the language and testing-related 

views expressed at UB could also have informed the decision, complicating the narrative. 
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5. Discussion 

In the present thesis, I have set out to investigate the processes and people behind the English 

requirements of international MA programs at Finnish universities, approaching the topic 

through the following research questions: 

 

1. What are the top-down mechanisms which determine the English requirements of 

international master’s programs at two Finnish universities? 

2. How have these requirements been developed and revised at the target universities? 

3. How do key members of the university administration view language requirements 

and language testing at the universities? 

If there was one point on which all my informants were in agreement, it was that the English 

requirements of international MA programs, like language requirements more generally, were 

a necessary and vital part of the application process. Though definitions and practical 

implementations varied, there was a strong consensus that regulating language in the 

application stage was essential to ensure that students had the requisites to advance in and 

complete their studies. At the same time, the English requirements were seen as serving an 

important communicative purpose as they reflected the expected performance level at the 

target universities more widely. In light of the significance given to the requirements, 

however, it was surprising how little information was available regarding their origins. 

Though international MA programs and their English requirements were still a relatively new 

development in 2019, none of my informants were able to say much about e.g. when the first 

English requirements were introduced at either institution. At UA, even the top administrative 

level had been unable to uncover details about the original determining processes at the 

university. The lack of documentation and muddy details suggest that the first English 

requirements were not introduced systematically at either university, but implemented 

primarily as and when students’ language issues intensified – and faculties’ resistance abated. 

Indeed, at both universities, the early decision-making surrounding the English requirements 

seems to have been characterized by a tug of war between the ‘top’ administrative level and 

the ‘middle’ faculty level. At both UA and UB, the top-down regulation of language issues 



51 

faced stiff resistance from some faculties from the very beginning. However, the English 

requirements of international programs appear to have been a particular point of contention, 

as some faculties feared that “too high” requirements both could and did scare away qualified 

international applicants to competing universities. While the top administration was 

concerned with the practical and image-related consequences of accepting students with 

insufficient language skills, some of the faculties seem to have been more interested in 

sustaining the influx of applications than any language issues caused by a lower level of 

requirement. This appears to have been a reflection of a wider contrast between how the 

administrative and faculty levels perceived the impact of the requirements on the university’s 

attractiveness. While e.g. A2 from the UA administration saw high requirements as a way of 

promoting the university as both demanding and in-demand, the faculty side feared that the 

requirements were asking too much. In later years, as the subsequent reviews of the English 

requirements stabilized into relatively fixed processes, this was taken as a sign of 

contentment, especially at UB, where the requirements had seen few changes since their 

emergence and were applied uniformly across the university. At the same time, however, the 

lack of developments may also have been the result of a deteriorating line of communication 

between the faculty and administrative levels. 

However, while the university administration and the faculties wrangled over the English 

requirements (among other language requirements in the application stage), there is one party 

which appears to have been conspicuously absent. As the English requirements were 

discussed on the university level, a significant part of the conversation seems to have revolved 

around the needs of the university, teaching and faculties. It may be asked where the needs of 

the ‘grassroots’ level – the international applicant – could be heard in this discussion. 

Although my informants from both UA and UB repeatedly emphasized the importance of the 

applicant perspective and student experience in connection with the English requirements, 

only at UA did these appear to be a continuing concern. Both A1 and A2 argued that using 

standardized English testing in the application stage responded to neither the language needs 

of UA nor the specific needs of the test-taker-applicant. As a result, UA was exploring 

alternative means of proficiency certification in 2019. By contrast, at UB, where the English 

requirements relied heavily on standardized English tests and select educational degrees, the 

requirements seemed chiefly the result of comparison work, faculty demands and financial 

considerations. At her target universities in North America, Kubota (2009) identified a 
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prevailing discourse which “reduced the full-tuition paying international students to 

commodities that [were] exploited to benefit the university financially and to increase its 

international branding and profile” (p. 614). I did not observe a similar discourse or attitudes 

at either UA or UB. Still, with the apparent absence of the applicant voice especially in the 

discussion at UB, my data does suggest that applicant needs figured in UB’s English 

requirements more in sentiment than in actual fact. 

However, if the applicant perspective appeared to have been absent in the decision-making at 

UB, the English requirements at UA contained elements which were also problematic from 

the applicant’s perspective. According to the 2019 online application guides for the 

international MA programs at UA, applicants with inadequate certification were categorically 

ineligible to apply. However, while this is how the process was communicated to the 

applicant, my interviews revealed that UA faculties could also accept students who did not 

have sufficient certification or fared poorly in the UA English test. This type of practice is by 

no means unique to UA. According to Baker et al. (2014), their survey with university 

admissions officers in Canada indicated “flexibility in the application of cutoff scores” for 

English proficiency, which implied a perceived need among the respondents “to consider 

other factors besides language test scores in determining . . . university readiness” (p. 151). 

Nonetheless, in line with Solin and Hynninen (2018, p. 495) and Shohamy (2006, p. 54), it 

seems clear that the regulation of applicants’ English proficiency at UA was more complex 

than was suggested by the official documentation. Therefore, it may well be asked how well 

applicants were able to monitor their rights in a process in which the rules were not altogether 

transparent. As the applicant perspective in university admissions remained largely 

unexplored in my study, more research is needed to uncover applicant experiences and 

attitudes in the language certification process. 

In addition to the applicant, however, it seems that language could also take a backseat to 

other considerations at my target universities. Despite the developments in in-house testing at 

UA, the faculties’ de facto permission to accept students with insufficient certification showed 

that, even at UA, language proficiency could take second place to scientific accomplishment. 

While this kind of practice had been rejected at UB, the reasons revolved as much around 

applicant equality and accountability as issues of language proficiency. That said, at the time 

of data collection in 2019, UA was also investing resources (though not yet money) in the 
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development of an English test which was tailored to the university’s language needs and 

involved both language and language testing professionals among other specialists. Should 

UA choose to implement the test across its degree offering, it would represent a significant 

financial investment. By contrast, the development and revision of the English requirements 

at UB seemed to largely rely on one administrative expert and their understanding of 

academic English and language testing. Both my interviews and the intended permanence of 

the English requirements in 2019 further implied that the top administrative level at UB was 

not actively interested in alternative proficiency certification. As a result, it appears that while 

language issues were being given some attention at UA, in its current situation UB lacked 

both the motivation and resources to do the same. 

In this context, one subject which particularly generated discussion in my interviews was 

standardized English tests. Although standardized testing received criticism at both UA and 

UB, only UA was actively looking into alternative ways of verifying English proficiency. 

Meanwhile, UB folded its own English test for MA applicants in 2016, not long after the 

Finnish government announced its funding cuts for higher education. As stated by B2, 

language testing is not cheap, and both B1 and B2 acknowledged that the cuts and subsequent 

reduction in personnel were the main reasons for ending the service. Meanwhile, though the 

equal treatment of applicants was repeatedly cited as a guiding principle of policy at UB, by 

shifting to external testing in the application process, UB essentially transferred the cost of 

testing to the applicant. From the point of view of equality, this is likewise problematic, as 

standardized testing is likely to benefit those applicants who have the practical and financial 

means to participate in a commercial test. A sum such as EUR 200 can represent very 

different amounts of money in different parts of the world, and it is by no means given that all 

applicants have the same means and opportunities to either participate in or prepare for a 

commercial test. At the same time, Saarinen (2014) found that country-related restrictions in 

the English requirements of international degree programs gave some applicants a head start 

in the application process based on their country of origin, cultural background or spoken 

variety of English (p. 140). Similarly, relying on standardized tests in the application process 

also favors those applicants who speak a prestige variety of English, as these varieties are 

typically the standard against which test-taker performances are measured (Jenkins, 2006, pp. 

43–44). These observations are just more signs that the applicant perspective is missing in the 

university-level discussion on English in academia. 
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Beyond the economic and cultural factors, it may also be asked to what extent mere practical 

considerations have propelled the use of standardized tests, at my target universities as 

elsewhere. As explained by Brown (2004), “[i]n the public eye, tests have acquired an aura of 

infallibility in our culture” (p. 251). As a result, using test results to make inferences about 

test-takers’ abilities frequently goes unchallenged, and indeed, the use of standardized tests in 

the application process is widely accepted practice. Furthermore, by utilizing outside testing 

providers, the university does not have to take care of any of the practical arrangements of 

testing. From facilities and testers to test design, assessment and data security, everything is 

handled by an external operator, who is paid for the trouble by the test-taker-applicant. As a 

result, all that remains for the university is to verify the authenticity of the certificate, which 

in today’s internet-driven society is easily done. At the time of data collection, both UA and 

UB utilized standardized English tests in the international application process. Though UA 

appeared to be in the early stages of dropping these tests, at UB, the tests were seen as the 

only economically sound alternative for the university at the time. In light of the many 

practical benefits of standardized tests, however, one may question to what extent the tests 

were really the only available alternative for UB – rather than a convenient one. A still more 

in-depth case study following up on some of the observations made in this thesis could 

provide more insight into the causes and consequences of standardized English testing in 

university admissions.  

The views on standardized testing aside, however, all my informants agreed that checking for 

language proficiency allowed both the university and the applicant to be confident in the 

applicant’s ability to operate in the language of the program. A similar consensus was also 

observed by Ginther and Elder (2014), whose large-scale survey showed widespread 

agreement among university personnel that English requirements were necessary to “ensure 

[the] adequate language proficiency of all admitted students” (p. 14). At UA and UB, a letter 

of acceptance symbolized a message and “promise” to the applicant that the university 

believed in the applicant’s academic success and, in return, would provide the applicant a 

setting in which academic success was possible. However, where my informants again began 

to diverge was in the kind of language that was needed at the university. At UB, B1 frequently 

referred to sufficient proficiency as “knowing the language” of the program. Language 

requirements were strictly managed from the top, with all international MA programs obliged 

to observe the same set of English requirements. This effectively bundled a variety of 
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different disciplines and their scientific practices under one, generic understanding of English 

in academia, though research, such as Mauranen (2012), Sebolai (2016) and Konttinen 

(2018), has demonstrated the very particular and multifaceted nature of academic English. It 

is possible, however, that this general conception was a remnant of the unregulated past, when 

applicants having any skills in the language of the program was a more pressing concern than 

their discipline-specific readiness.  

By contrast, at UA, both my informants and the university policy appeared to foster a more 

theoretically oriented and discipline-specific approach to English. In the 2010s, UA had seen 

significant changes in how language proficiency was conceptualized at the university, 

adopting a content and language-integrated approach across its degree education. In the 

application process, UA also appeared to show some faith in the faculties’ ability to assess 

their own language-related needs by allowing the faculties to decide on stricter English 

requirements, as needed. This could be seen as reflecting a more discipline-oriented 

understanding of academic literacy – or literacies, – which also appears to be in line with 

student perceptions of academic English. In her study of international MA programs in 

Finland, Konttinen (2018) described how several of her international student-informants 

“observed different academic fields in fact having their own academic language and ways of 

using that language” (p. 106). Considering that it is the students who use the language, this 

observation could be seen as coming from the horse’s mouth. Again, it is worth noting that in 

2019, UA was still some way off from e.g. abandoning standardized English tests altogether. 

Nonetheless, my data showed several indications of a university-wide shift towards an 

understanding of academic English as Englishes at UA. Accordingly, the university 

simultaneously demonstrated a less prescriptive approach to English than the language 

regulation at UB.  
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6. Conclusion 

There are many things about the English language which are frequently taken for granted – 

including what is considered ‘good’ English and what is considered ‘bad’. Somewhere 

between these extremes, there also exists a perceived ‘sufficient’ form of the language, 

although what this actually entails may prove difficult to define in different contexts – as 

exemplified in my study. Similarly, it may seem obvious and self-explanatory that 

“[s]ufficient English language skills are required for degree programmes conducted in 

English” (University of Tampere, n.d.). However, if there is one thing my research has 

demonstrated, it is that this seemingly simple requirement can actually encompass a complex 

web of stakeholder interests, administrative decision-making – and compromise. Indeed, it is 

this multilayered nature of language regulation which has enabled two institutions such as UA 

and UB, with a similar organization and degree offering, to arrive at relatively different 

approaches to verifying English proficiency in the application stage. Despite considerable 

overlap between the official English requirements at both institutions, my investigation was 

able to highlight key differences in both how academic English was understood conceptually 

and how this conception was reflected in the institutional regulation, from the decision-

making to the official requirements. While UB remained relatively content with a general 

conception of English at the university, UA was actively developing its own, more 

academically focused and degree-specific concept. As a result, the universities appeared to be 

on two different paths, where one intended to continue using conventional means of 

proficiency certification in the application process, while the other was looking into dropping 

these conventional means altogether. 

Whichever path one prefers, both carry significant consequences for all the major 

stakeholders involved. At UA, the university took an active interest in language-related 

questions, which had led, among other things, to the development of the university’s own 

English test. While the pilot stage was undoubtedly laborious to the applicants as they had to 

both submit a language certificate and participate in the UA test, the feedback described by 

my informants also suggested that the test helped applicants make informed decisions 

regarding their target universities and programs. At the same time, as this information came 

from actual members of the pilot testing project, more applicant-oriented investigation is 
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needed in the future to confirm this tentative observation. In any case, should UA opt to 

implement the test across its study offering, it could steer the university’s international 

admission process towards still more competence-based assessment of applicants. Being 

entirely web-based and free of charge, the test could eliminate many of the economic and 

practical challenges that encumber those applicants for whom the major standardized English 

tests are the only other option. 

Meanwhile, the in-house testing at UA also appeared to carry benefits for the university, by 

serving both student recruitment and lesson planning. By taking charge of language testing, 

UA was able to steer the application process towards applicants who met the university’s 

specific language needs. At the same time, the test arguably geared recruitment towards the 

most qualified applicants by removing extraneous factors, such as the applicant’s financial 

means, from the equation. By engaging teachers from the degree programs and the language 

center, the UA test also revealed another stakeholder group in the application process – the 

language and faculty teachers, who, as per my informants from UA, were able to use the test 

results to customize and improve their instruction. Indeed, exploring teacher interests in and 

attitudes towards English proficiency and applicant vetting could be fruitful for future 

research into issues of language and language regulation.  

At the same time, however, the UA test also represented a significant and not entirely risk-free 

investment for the university. Although my informants’ descriptions of the test were 

encouraging, it could be argued that the informants, as initiators and advocates of the testing 

project, had an interest in conveying a good impression. Moreover, as the true effectiveness of 

the test is not easily measured, it is difficult to say to what extent the university would see a 

return of investment if it chose to implement the test more widely. As negotiations had yet to 

take place at the time of data collection, the future of the testing at UA – and the direction of 

the university’s international student admission more generally – remained uncertain. 

By comparison, UB’s continued reliance on educational degrees and standardized English 

tests did not necessarily target the best candidates in the application process. From the 

applicant’s point of view, the requirements privileged certain language, educational and 

cultural backgrounds in a way which may not have reflected the applicants’ English skills, 

skewing the competition. However, whether certain backgrounds and varieties of English 
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were genuinely preferred or favored more as a side effect of the accepted certification is 

another question, and one which necessitates more research. Certainly, it seems that UB was 

operating under significant financial strain in 2019, which surely constricted the options 

available to the university. In any case, the seal of approval from UB undoubtedly benefited 

the major English testing providers, who continued to gain prominence – not to mentioned 

profit – from UB’s public endorsement (among others’). Still, some question marks remain, 

including to what extent the UB administration recognized the various consequences of its 

English requirements or was aware of the language-related needs of its faculties. This is an 

area which not only calls for more research, but also more communication between the upper 

and middle echelons at the university. 

Despite the significance of university language requirements to the various stakeholders 

involved, the entrance exam remains at the perceived core of the application process. In the 

entrance exam, many applicants seek to gain an advantage by investing in preparatory courses 

and material which other applicants cannot afford. In recent years, this phenomenon has 

begun to gain critics in the Finnish media as well as Finnish politics (see e.g. Liiten, 2020). At 

the same time, the comparable situation represented by external testing in language 

certification has yet to receive similar scrutiny. While critics of commercial preparatory 

courses have especially objected to the commodification of education and its impact on social 

equality and power relationships, less attention has been given to the commodification of 

language and its similar consequences in the same application process. The English 

requirements of international programs have allowed commercial businesses to step in and 

claim authority over “what counts as legitimate language and who count as legitimate 

speakers” (Heller, 2010, p. 108). This self-proclaimed authority has then been monetized into 

a product which only some have the resources to access. Indeed, these causes and 

consequences have yet to be picked up by the media – but also by the universities, where 

many institutions seem content with following standard practice. As the larger discussion 

surrounding student admission continues, issues of language proficiency and proficiency 

testing may eventually also come to the fore. It remains to be seen, however, whether these 

issues then emerge as an area of opportunity or whether they are dismissed as one ‘expense’ 

among others. 
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Appendices 

Appendix I 

Transcription Conventions 

 

 ,    short pause in speech 

?    rising intonation, not necessarily a question 

(word)    unclear word or segment 

(-)   unintelligible 

word   emphasis 

w-   false start or interruption 

..   interrupted turn 

. . .    omission in transcript 

IR   interviewer 

[comment]  interviewer comment 
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Appendix II 

Interview Questions 

Interview questions translated into English. For purposes of anonymity, some text has been 
omitted. 

 

Interview 1, University A 

General questions 

1. Tell me about your background and work history. How did you end up working for the 
university? 

2. Briefly describe your work and main responsibilities. How long have you been in your 
current position/with the university in general? 

Language requirements in general 

1. Why do you think international MA programs need language requirements? 
2. The language requirements frequently talk about “sufficient language skills” or 

“sufficient proficiency”. What does this mean for you? 

Determining language requirements 

1. [Text omitted.] 
2. How has the English proficiency of international MA applicants been evaluated in the 

past? When were the first English requirements introduced? 
3. What can you tell me about how language requirements are determined? 
4. Who participated/s in the determining/revision process? Is the university language 

center involved in any way? 
5. How is the final decision made? Are the language requirements determined separately 

or alongside the general admission criteria? 
6. How is the process documented? Are these documents public (and can I see them)? 
7. How are the language requirements revised? Annually or otherwise periodically? 

Current English requirements of international MA programs 

1. How much can you tell me about the current language requirements of the university’s 
international MA programs? 

2. What can you tell me about the English test that is currently being piloted at UA? 
3. The English requirements were not all the same for all programs. Why is that? Can the 

programs set their own requirements for English? 
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4. The conventional application process also includes an interview stage, which can also 
be evaluated on language. Who participates in the interview? Is the language center 
involved in any way? How is language proficiency evaluated in the interview stage? 

5. The international MA programs at UA also accept standardized English tests, such as 
IELTS and TOEFL. How familiar are you with these tests? 

6. As a language professional, what is your opinion on using standardized tests for 
proficiency certification at the university?  

7. Many universities use the same English tests and testing providers. Why do you think 
this is? 

Feedback 

1. Has the language center received any kind of feedback regarding the English 
requirements of the university’s international MA programs (e.g. from applicants, 
students or university staff)? Can you describe this feedback? 

 
 
Any questions or comments before we conclude the interview? 
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Interview 2, University A 

General questions 

1. Tell me about your background and work history. How did you end up working for the 
university? 

2. Briefly describe your work and main responsibilities. How long have you been in your 
current position/with the university in general? 

Language requirements in general 

1. Why do you think international MA programs need language requirements? 
2. The language requirements frequently talk about “sufficient language skills” or 

“sufficient proficiency”. What does this mean for you? 
 
English requirements of international MA programs at UA 
 

1. How much can you tell me about the current English requirements of international 
MA programs at UA? 

2. How has the English proficiency of international MA applicants been evaluated in the 
past? When were the first English requirements introduced for international MA 
programs? 

3. Who participated in determining the first requirements? 
4. How are the current requirements revised? Annually or otherwise periodically? 
5. How is the process documented? Are these documents public (and can I see them)? 
6. Some international MA programs had slightly different English requirements from 

others, and, to my understanding, UA faculties can set stricter requirements than those 
determined in the general admission criteria. Why is this? 

7. According to my information, the requirements were changed at some point to include 
6 ECTS credits in academic English. Why was this change made? Why is the 
university now scrapping this option? 

8. The international MA programs at UA also accept standardized English tests, such as 
IELTS and TOEFL. How familiar are you with these tests? 

9. What is your opinion on using standardized tests for proficiency certification at the 
university level?  

10. Many universities use the same English tests and testing providers. Why do you think 
this is? 

Pilot English test 

1. UA is currently piloting an English test, in which language proficiency is approached 
through the concept of academic readiness. How have you been involved in the 
project? 

2. How did the project get started? What was the need for this type of testing? 
3. Who/which units have participated in the project? 
4. The project appears to require a lot of resources, and there are universities where in-

house testing has been deemed too expensive. How has UA been able to invest in such 
a project? Where is the ‘return of investment’? 

5. Is the new test intended for more widespread use at the university? 
6. What kind of feedback/experiences has the project yielded so far? 
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Consequences of language requirements 

1. Do you think language requirements can have other purposes than verifying an 
applicant’s language proficiency?  

2. Do you have any idea/statistics on how many applicants have been annually rejected 
on language-related grounds? 

3. Do you have any idea/statistics on how many students have dropped out because of 
language-related issues? 

Internationalization and university funding 

1. Why are international degrees important for the university? 
2. In the future, the number of completed international degrees will no longer be 

included as a separate component in the government funding. What are your thoughts 
on this? Do you think the change will affect international (MA) programs in any way? 

Feedback 

1. Has the university received any kind of feedback regarding the English requirements 
of the university’s international MA programs (e.g. from applicants, students or 
university staff)? Can you describe this feedback? 

 
 
Any questions or comments before we conclude the interview?  
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Interview 3, University B 

General questions 

1. Tell me about your background and work history. How did you end up working for the 
university? 

2. Briefly describe your work and main responsibilities. How long have you been in your 
current position/with the university in general? 

3. [Text omitted.] 

Language requirements in general 

1. Why do you think international MA programs need language requirements? 
2. The language requirements frequently talk about “sufficient language skills” or 

“sufficient proficiency”. What do you think this means? 

Determining language requirements 

1. Describe how the language requirements were/are determined/revised. 
2. Who participated/s in the process?  
3. Who makes the final decision before the requirements are presented to the university 

rector? 
4. How is the process documented? Are these documents public (and can I see them)? 
5. How are the current requirements revised? Annually or otherwise periodically? How 

formal/detailed is the process? 
6. Were/are any third parties consulted in the determining/revision process (e.g. 

consultants, language testing providers, the university language center or faculty 
leadership)? How? 

7. UB also employs a number of experts in English linguistics. Have they ever been 
consulted in any way? Why/how/why not? 

8. Does UB cooperate/communicate with outside language testing providers in any way? 

English requirements of international MA programs 

1. How has the university arrived at the current English requirements for its international 
MA programs? 

2. How have the specific minimum scores been defined? [Text omitted.] 
3. According to the current requirements, the TOEFL, IELTS Academic and PTE 

Academic certificates must be no older than 2 years at the time of application. 
Meanwhile, other tests have either more lenient or no time restrictions. Why is this? 

4. The accepted certification also includes EMI degrees, which have been completed in 
one of the specified countries (incl. the Nordics, Australia, the United States and 
Switzerland). Why these specific countries? 

5. The international MA programs at UB also accept standardized English tests, such as 
IELTS and TOEFL. How familiar are you with these tests? What is your opinion of 
them? 

6. UB seems to maintain the same English requirements across its international MA 
programs, even though these programs represent many different fields of study. How 
did UB arrive at this solution? Do you see any problems with enforcing the same 
requirements across all programs? 
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7. How are the faculties involved in revising the language requirements? 
8. According to the rector’s decision determining the general admission criteria for 2019, 

the faculty of arts may “make exceptions” to the language requirements stipulated in 
the document. What does this mean? Why this faculty? 

9. [Text omitted.] Why are standardized tests important? Why should other language 
tests/statements be comparable to standardized tests? 

10. [Text omitted.] 
11. What is your opinion on using standardized tests for proficiency certification at the 

university level?  
12. All the standardized tests employed at UB are subject to a charge and frequently cost 

hundreds of euros. Is this a factor in the decision-making in any way?  

Previous English requirements of international MA programs 

1. How has language been evaluated in the application process for international MA 
programs in the past? 

2. Previously, UB offered its own English testing service for MA applicants. Why has 
this service been discontinued? Was this test also subject to a charge? 

Consequences of language requirements 

1. Do you think language requirements can have other purposes than verifying an 
applicant’s language proficiency?  

2. Do you have any idea/statistics on how many applicants have been annually rejected 
on language-related grounds? 

3. Do you have any idea/statistics on how many students have dropped out because of 
language-related issues? 

4. Has the university received any kind of feedback regarding the English requirements 
of the university’s international MA programs (e.g. from applicants, students or 
university staff)? Can you describe this feedback? 

Internationalization and university funding 

1. Why are international degrees important for the university? 
2. Can we briefly go through the government funding of Finnish universities especially 

from the perspective of internationalization? 
3. Non-EU/EEA students are subject to annual tuition fees. Has this money been 

earmarked in any way? 
4. How does the role of completed international degrees in the funding affect 

international student recruitment? 
5. In the new funding model, international degrees are no longer included as a separate 

component. What are your thoughts on this? Do you see the change as having impact 
on e.g. international MA programs in any way? 

 
 
Any questions or comments before we conclude the interview?  
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Interview 4, University B 

General questions 

1. Tell me about your background and work history. How did you end up working for the 
university? 

2. Briefly describe your work and main responsibilities. How long have you been in your 
current position/with the university in general? 

3. [Text omitted.] 

Language requirements in general 

1. Why do you think international MA programs need language requirements? 
2. The language requirements frequently talk about “sufficient language skills” or 

“sufficient proficiency”. What does this mean for you? 

English requirements and role of language center 

1. How was/is the language center involved in determining/revising the English 
requirements of international MA programs? 

2. Describe your own language assessment-related work. Do you typically work alone or 
in cooperation with e.g. colleagues? 

3. Have you participated in determining/revising the English requirements in any way 
(either officially or unofficially)? If so, how? 

4. Have you given the relevant decision-makers any kind of feedback or suggestions 
regarding the English requirements? What kind of feedback/suggestions? To whom? 

5. Today, the English proficiency of international applicants is often measured using 
standardized tests, such as IELTS and TOEFL. How familiar are you with these tests? 
What is your opinion of them? 

Language center’s own English test 

1. What can you tell me about the former English test for international MA applicants? 
What was your role in e.g. designing or organizing these tests? 

2. What aspects of language proficiency were tested? Was the test intended to measure 
academic or general-purpose language? 

3. What was the minimum score/grade for passing the English test? 
4. Was the test subject to a charge? How much did the test cost? 
5. Why is English testing today only offered to PhD applicants? 
6. How does the PhD level test compare to the former MA level test? 

Feedback and statistics 

1. Has the language center received any kind of feedback regarding the English 
requirements of international MA programs? Can you describe this feedback? 

2. Do you have any idea/statistics on how many applicants have been annually rejected 
on language-related grounds? 

 
 
Any questions or comments before we conclude the interview?  
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Interview 5, University B 

General questions 
 

1. Tell me about your background and work history. How did you end up working for the 
university? 

2. Briefly describe your work and main responsibilities. How long have you been in your 
current position/with the university in general? 

3. [Text omitted.] 
 
Role of admission services 
 

1. What happens when the applicant submits a certificate of English proficiency? 
2. How are any of the following verified: 

1. test certificate (e.g. a TOEFL or IELTS Academic test) 
2. language test completed at a Finnish university 
3. EMI secondary or university degree 
4. Is any of these certificates easier/more difficult to verify than others (e.g. 

degrees from certain countries)? 
3. Do you cooperate/communicate with language testing providers in any way? If so, 

how? 
4. Do the admission services participate in revising the language requirements in any 

way? If so, how? 
5. Do you have any information on when the first English requirement were determined 

for the university’s international MA programs? 

Statistics 

1. Do you have any statistics on which means of certification are the most popular in the 
application process for international MA programs? 

2. Do you have any idea/statistics on how many applicants have been annually rejected 
on language-related grounds (e.g. because of insufficient certification)? 

Feedback 

1. Have the admission services received any kind of feedback regarding the English 
requirements of the university’s international MA programs (e.g. re which 
tests/degrees are accepted): 

1. From the university 
2. From applicants or students 
3. Can you describe this feedback? 

2. Do you ever give feedback or suggestions to anyone regarding the current English 
requirements/language requirements in general? 

 
 
Any questions or comments before we conclude the interview? 
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Appendix III 

Interview Excerpts 

Original interview excerpts in Finnish. 

(1) B1: ymmärrettii et hei että meillähä pitää olla joku selvyys siitä että ne pärjää täällä sitte 
sillä kielellä mikä on sen ohjelman kieli . . . sitä ennen yliopistoon oli kyllä valittu 
opiskelijoita sekä maisterivaiheeseen että kan- varsinki kandivaiheeseen , ilman suomen tai 
ruotsin kielen taitoa tilanne oli aika ääm , villi? . . . no sit tuli tietysti ongelma siitä että kun ne 
, opiskelijat oli otettu sisään niin nehän huomas ja laitosten ja tiedekuntien henkilökunta 
huomas että eihän nää nyt osaa sitä kieltä millä täällä opetetaan ja ohjataan 

(2) A2: kun siit on keskusteltu ni se on ollu aika niinku villi kenttä? sillon? ja ja sillon ei ehkä 
sellasta sääntelyä yliopistotasolla oo välttämättä ollukkaan ku mitä tällä hetkellä  

(3) B1: ja mun mielestä tää oli niinku vastuutonta toimintaa? koska mä en oikein uskaltais 
sanoo että tän tyyppinen opiskelu opetus ois kauheen laadukasta  

(4) B1: joidenki tiedekuntien kans tehtii vähä enemmän töitä et sit , pelättiin siitä tuli sellanen 
omalla tavalla vähän semmonen , inhimillinen huoli siitä että mites meidät nyt nähdään 
yliopistona et jos me sanotaan tuol maailmalla et ei meille voi tulla opiskelemaan , ku sillon ei 
ollu vielä näit . . . [englanninkielisiä] maisterivaiheen ohjelmii et ei ollu edes sanoo sitä että 
hei meillä maisterivaihees on paljon ohjelmia joissa englannin kielellä voi opiskella 

 (5) B1: on selvää että siel tiedekunnissa ja koulutusohjelmissa siellä opettajilla on tietyllainen 
tuntuma siihen . . . opiskelijoiden kielitaitoon mut ei sit välttämättä . . . esimerkiks kielikokeet 
mitä ne tarkottaa mitä se loppuje lopuks merkitsee jos annetaa joku tietty raja tai pistemäärä . . 
. koska aika usein . . . siellä yksittäiset ohjelmat tai opettajat kritisoi sitten näitä näitä 
pisterajoja joihin päädyttii , ja se syy oli se että katsottii et nää on niin korkeet että eihän tänne 
kukaan pääse että näähä o ihan natiivien tasoa , ja sit piti vaan kärsivällisesti selittää että ei . . 
. ja sit muistutettiin siitä et kyl niiden opiskelijoiden pitää pystyä pärjäämään sit niis 
opinnoissa et ne ne on aikamoine rasite jos se kielitaito ei riitä opintoihin tai sitte asioiden 
hoitamiseen siellä yksiköissä siin ohjelmassa 

(6) A2: mekin [A1:n] kans tehtiin sit kansainvälisten kumppaneiden kans vähän sellast 
vertailua siitä et nyt millä tasolla oikeestaan euroopassa niinku ollaan ja mistä nää on meille 
aikanaan tullu sillon kun niinku ennen ikään ku meidän aikaa . . . ja siit ei oikeen niinku 
löytyny mitään dokumentaatiota eikä oikeen mitään selvyyttä siitä että no mistä nää nyt on 
pölähtäny 

(7) A2: no se oli just tää niinku keskustelu näitten eri kansainvälisten standardoituje 
validoitujen kielitestien niinkun pisterajoista . . . ja mittaako ne sitä kielitaitoa sillä tavalla ku 
m- me täällä [koulutusyksikössä A] sitä ajatellaan et mitä se kielitaito on . . . et onks se jotain 
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sellasta joka on jotain erillistä . . . vai onks se jotain sellasta joka sidostuu siihen kaikkee 
muuhun akateemiseen osaamiseen . . . ja siihen liittyy sit taas ehkä enemmän siellä 
angloamerikkalaisessa . . . tutkimuksessa tullu enemmän se käsite tutuksi tää tämmönen 
college readiness tai academic readiness . . . lähettii penkomaa vähä sitä et no minkätyyppistä 
ja onko euroopas tehty tällästä ja , ja voisko tätä kokeilla ja ja mitä se sillon tarkottas . . . ja 
siitä sitten iteroiden ja ja testaten 

(8) A2: niis prosesseissa on ollu sellasiikin hakijoita jotka on todennu jossain kohtaa sitä 
screenausta että jos tää on se taso ni hän ei selviä opinnoista ja jättää siinä vaihees haun 
kesken , ja se on itse asias omalla tavallaan niinku hyvä tulos . . . et sehän on sen prosessin 
tarkotuskin et se kertoo myös sille hakijalle jotain meistä ja siitä . . . tavasta lähestyä sisältöä 
ja kieltä ja viestintää meillä 

(9) A2: yks sellanen . . . haluttavuuteen tai tämmöseen niinku houkuttelevuuteen tai 
vetovoimaa liittyy se ajatus siit laadusta? ja laatuun taas liittyy se ajatus korkeemmasta 
vaatimustasosta ompa se sit sisällöllistä osaamista tai sit kielitaitoo 

(10) A2: ei o varmasti helppoo eikä varmasti tuu halvakskaan mut sit että onko se ainoo , 
mittari tässä mitä pitäs kattoo vai onks se että me saadaan hyviä ja meille sopivii opiskelijoita 
jotka myös itse kokee että ne on tänne sopivia . . . suorittaa opinnot hyväs tahdissa valmistuu 
ja sijottuu työelämää joko suomeen tai ulkomaille , ja sit heist tulee hyvii alumneja ni eiks se 
pitäs olla se lopputarkotus kuitenki 

(11) B2: ja mehän pyrittii koko ajan pitää nää testien hinnat tai yhäkin niinku et halvempana . 
. . ei meille ollu tärkee(t) et me saadaan ihmisiä tulemaan testii vaan et yliopistoon tulee 
hakijoita . . . ni tota (sellasena) et me katetaan , kaikki hallinnon kulut , tilavuokrat , testaajien 
kulut . . . et ei me todellakaa todellakaa todellakaa tehty voittoa 

(12) B1: ne edellytykset pitää olla ensinnäki oikeassa järjestyksessä päätetty ja sitten ne pitää 
olla hyvin kommunikoituja sille hakijalle . . . et me ei voida ihan mielivaltaisesti päättää että 
no sä saat tulla tai sä et saa tulla . . . meillä pitää aina olla se peruste 

(13) B1: hirvee helpostiha tämmönen tahtoo jäädä vaan päälle että et nyt ku ne on kerran 
määritelty ni jos siellä testeis ei suurempii muutoksii ni mennää entisellä , et se täytyy 
tunnustaa että hirveen helposti niit ei lähdetä rukkaamaan  

(14) B1: tätä ei oo hirveesti edes mietitty . . . mut kyl se aina pullahtelee että pitäisikö . . . eikä 
ole muuta kun tää tietosuus kyllä on ainaki yliopistotasolla että se on tyypillistä että . . . 
joissakin yliopistois on ihan selkeesti määritelty eri tasoja eri oppiaineille . . . mut et meillä ei 
eikä se nyt kaikis maissa ja kaikis yliopistoissa muutenkaan niinku ei englanninkielisissä 

IR: joo , ja tämmöst tarvetta ei oo (ainaki) ilmaantunut (-).. 

B1: no toistaseks , toistaseks ei oo ollu että , ei 

(15) A2: ei mä pysty ehkä vastaamaa ees siihen kysymykseen et mitä se riittävä on , mulle 
itelleni toki mä tiedän sen et miten se määritetään esimerkiks meijän valintaperusteissa . . . ja 
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miten sitä vois jotenki teoreettisesti ajatella et mitä se tarkottaa mut kylhän se loppuje lopuks 
on kuitenkin , aikamoista tiivistämistä jos sen haluaa vaa yhteen testi scoreen tiivistää 

(16) B1: mikä lupaus me niille opiskelijoille annetaan sillon jos me hyväksytään ne 
opiskelemaan . . . ilman sen kielen taitoa et onks se reilua sitä opiskelijaakaan kohtaan , ja tää 
oli mum meest se argumentti että . . . meillähän pitää varmistaa että tällä opiskelijalla on 
edellytykset pärjätä siinä koulutuksessa joka me tarjotaan ja jos se koulutus on tietyn kielistä 
esimerkiks suomenkielistä , niin eikö olisi järkevää vaatia ja tarkistaa ja sanoa että sinulla 
pitää olla riittävän hyvä kielitaito , jotta sinä täällä voisit pärjätä 

(17) B1: meil on tiettyjä lain vaatimia , periaatteita , lain tuomia vaatimuksia et meijän pitää 
esimerkiks kohdella kaikkia hakijoita tasavertasesti . . . et meillä pitää löytyä dokumentti jos 
me sanotaan että jotta voisi tulla valituksi niin opiskelijan täytyy täyttää nämä ja nämä 
edellytykset ja ne edellytykset pitää olla . . . ensinnäki oikeassa järjestyksessä päätetty ja 
sitten ne pitää olla hyvin kommunikoituja sille hakijalle  

(18) A2: se oli muodostunu tämmöseks vedenjakajaks tietyllä tapaa ja tääki oli semmone 
mikä oli omiaa sitte niinku tuomaa sitä sellast keskustelua ainaki meijän talon sisällä varmasti 
myös muissa yliopistoissa että et kielitaidolle annettiin ihan liian suurta joittenki mielestä liian 
suurta roolia siinä hakuprosessissa et siellä saattaa olla kuinka hyvä opiskelija ja hakija 
tahansa , hyvällä taustalla motivoitunu osaava asiantunteva . . . jolla vaan muutamast pisteestä 
jää kiinni tai ei o ehtiny tekemää kielitestiä . . . ja sit se jää ikään ku käsittelemättä sen meijän 
joustamattoman hakuprosessin takia elikkä se on ollu tällänen , kynnys 

(19) A2: ensinnäki niitte välillä o valtavasti eroja siinä tavassa miten ne- ihan pelkästään siinä 
et miten ne järjestää ne testit kuin niit on tarjolla minkälainen on se infra siinä sen testin 
suorittamisen ympärillä mut se myöskin sisällöllisesti ehkä jopa jossai määri pedagogisesti et 
miten sitä kielitaitoa siinä testissä , mikä se , ikään ku teoreettinen tai muu viitekehys on 
miten kielitaitoa siinä arvioidaan ja mitä varten sitä testii on alun perin luotu ni nehä poikkee 
toisistaan aika paljon ja nekin missä puhutaan siitä et et on on kyseessä , akateemista 
kielitaitoo arvioiva ni mihin esimerkiks kulttuuriseen kontekstiin se akateemisuus siinä 
viittaa? . . . ymmärretäänkö me täällä sitä ollenka samalla tavalla  

(20) B2: sanotaan että aina välttämättä mun mielestä ne kaikki osiot testeissä ei oo kauhee 
relevantteja? ollu tai se toteutus että sun pitää , tuottaa , lyhyessä aikataulussa joku suullinen 
testi koneelle , näin vaan ilman et sul on mitään oikeeta kontaktia kenenkään ihmisen kanssa 
ni mä en oo kaikista asioista aina ihan samaa mieltä ollu että et se on se oikee tapa testata ja , 
yksilöllisin tapa ja humaanein tapa 


