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When I first started studying toward a TESOL Certificate in 1999, I never thought of the implications my “nonnativeness” would have in my teaching. It was in 2000, when I had to teach first a few lessons and then my own classes for my practicum that I became aware of the differences between native and nonnative English-speaking ESL teachers, and immediately, these differences bothered me greatly. Suddenly, I felt that I was going to be a poor teacher, that my qualifications would mean nothing, and that my students would never respect me. 

Fortunately, these feelings went away quickly, when I started to see how well my students reacted to my teaching. In fact, I realized that the more confident I was in my teaching abilities, the more trusting my students would be of these abilities, and the more they would in fact value the unique qualities I would bring to my teaching. I never stopped asking myself, however, how I could improve, become a better teacher, and balance the qualities I do have as a nonnative ESL teacher with the fact that I still am a nonnative speaker of English. This is why I keep reading the literature discussing these issues. 

I had read some articles before, concerning this topic, but not the most recent ones and certainly not everything that is being written about it out there. This is why I saw this project as a wonderful opportunity to continue learning more about this and to catch up with the latest articles written by other nonnative professionals. I have to admit that I did not learn that many new things, but it is always wonderful to be reminded that other people feel the same as I do and that students all over the world would value me as a great teacher! 

NNSs = in this context , nonnative speakers of English who teach ESL or EFL. 

NSs = in this context, native speakers of English who teach ESL or EFL. 

1. Arva, V., & Medgyes, P.  (2000).  Native and non-native teachers in the classroom.  System, 28(3), 355-372.

I chose this article because it as written as a follow-up to the first and only full-length book ever written about native and nonnative ESL/EFL teachers (besides the collection of articles edited by Braine). In this book, called The Non-native teacher, written by Medgyes and published in 1994, was a table that showed with much details the differences between native and nonnative EFL teachers. When I read the book a few years ago, I felt almost angry because the descriptions seemed too caricatured, prejudiced, and not context-specific enough. 

This article describes a study that took place in 1999 in Budapest, Hungary. Five native speakers of English from England, and five nonnative speakers of English from Hungary participated in the study, all teachers at local “secondary grammar schools” in Budapest. The study consisted in interviewing the teachers on how they perceived their teaching skills, and then videotaping lessons given by all these teachers, in order to see if the teachers’ behaviors in class actually reflected their beliefs about their behaviors. Questions about competence in the target language, proficiency in grammar, leniency in correcting mistakes and casual versus strict attitude in class, cultural knowledge, amount of homework given to the students, usage of textbooks versus other materials, and preparedness of the teachers for every lesson, were asked and then answered, both with the teachers themselves and while viewing the videotaping of their lessons. 

Overall, the conclusions of this study corroborate with the conclusion of the previous study made by Medgyes: native speakers are better at verbal communication, are less strict, give less homework, do not know grammar well, provide more cultural insights, and use textbooks less frequently, but, and this is new, can also be very prepared for their lessons. Nonnative teachers were more strict, gave more homework, stuck to textbooks, knew grammar very well, and were very prepared for their lessons, but, and this is new, were also able to be quite fluent in English and to communicate well with their students. Medgyes conclusion is that even not trained native speakers can be great resources for speaking classes in an EFL context, but that native speakers of the local language will be better teachers for other classes.  

2. Barratt, L. & Kontra, E.  (2000).  Native English-speaking teachers in cultures other than their own.  TESOL Journal, 9(3), 19-23. 

I found it interesting to read an article that discussed the other side of the issue, that is, the negative and positive sides of native English-speaking EFL teachers. In their study, Barratt and Kontra asked 116 students and 58 teachers from Hungary and 100 students and 54 teachers from China for their opinions about NSs. The participants had to freewrite about their positive and negative experiences with NSs and their answers were first separated into sentences, then put into different positive and negative categories. 

Although China and Hungary are not in any way related when it comes to culture and education, the answers coming from both these countries are strikingly similar. And for someone used to deal with NNSs, the answers are strikingly un-surprising! In both countries, NSs were valued for the authenticity of what their brought to their teaching, both about language and culture. The students also felt more involved, more rewarded, less threatened, more comfortable, and more compelled to speak English with NSs. The NSs were described as “teachers with humour,” enthusiastic, having new methodologies, being more relaxed with grading and error correction, and caring more about their students. The Chinese students also said that the NSs  were more “lively” and got their students more involved into playing games and liking the lessons. 

On the other hand, NSs were criticized for their lack of preparation, their lack of professionalism, and their poor teaching styles. Many students and teachers from both countries also mentionned contradictory grammatical explanations, no systematic way to deal with student errors, and a narrowness of educational background. Some students simply said that “being a native teacher is not enough.” Further concerns were the lack of familiarity with the host educational system, its language, and its culture. Hungarian students and teachers also criticized the different accents (American and all the different British accents). A serious and final concern was the fact that students and other teachers often felt “threatened” or treated as inferior by native speakers who exhibited a sense of superiority. 

Braine, G.  (Ed.).  (1999).  Non-native educators in English language teaching.  Mahwah,  NJ: Erlbaum.


Braine’s book Non-native educators in English language teaching, is a collection of narratives addressing employment concerns, a search for identity in the profession, and better research in pedagogy. Nonnative English-speaking ESL/EFL teachers from different countries and in different situations have contributed to this collection or writings directed at ESL and EFL teachers, TESOL students and program administrators, both native and nonnative English speakers. It is the first publication in recent years that addresses so many of the issues at the same time, provides useful research results and proposes solutions to the many problems NNSs are confronted to. Here are two examples of chapters written by Medgyes, who teaches in Hungary, and Thomas, from Singapore, who teaches in Pennsylvania.    

3. - Medgyes, P.  (1999).  Language training: A neglected Area in Teacher Education. In G. Braine  (Ed.),  Non-native educators in English language teaching  (pp. 159-176).  Mahwah,  NJ: Erlbaum.

Although Medgyes refuses to say that there is no difference between NS and NNS speaker teachers, he explains that the problem resides not in the NNS language incompetence, but rather in their lack of adequate education and training in the English language itself. Medgyes explains that TESOL programs should continue teaching about methods and philosophies but should also concentrate more on the needs of the NNSs by making advanced vocabulary classes available, for example. This would make the NNSs more confident in their teaching abilities. 

In this chapter, Medgyes also describes a study that took place in 1997 in a US university. This study thoroughly investigated the feelings and beliefs of seven NNESTs about how they were perceived by their students and what they thought of themselves as NNESTs. The participants were from very different backgrounds (first languages, ages, experience, English skills, etc.). They were asked to write e-mail responses to some questions asked by Medgyes during the semester when the study took place. Interviews also took place during that semester. The results are organized into sections about every teacher, explaining their feelings and experiences. 

This chapter is probably one of the most interesting thing I have ever read, because it took into consideration not only the level of the students (beginners vs. advanced, undergraduates vs. graduates, etc.) but also the physical appearance of the teachers, the way they introduced themselves to the students at the beginning of the semester (some thought it was smarter to hide their nonnativeness), what they thought of their English skills, and even if they felt pride or not in being a NNEST. 

4. - Thomas, J.  (1999). Voices from the periphery: Non-native teachers and issues of credibility.  In G. Braine  (Ed.),  Non-native educators in English language teaching  (pp. 5-13).  Mahwah,  NJ: Erlbaum. 

In her article, Thomas addresses the issue of the NNESTs’ credibility. First, she discusses hiring practices, and how many native teachers will be hired only because they are native speakers and not for their experience or skills. At the same time, still many job offers are for "native speakers only," which she thinks the TESOL organization should condemn harsher. Then, she discusses some challenges that she faced, both as a TESOL student and as a TESOL professional, with professional organizations which never really "recognized" a separate status for NNESTs, other English-teaching faculty members who did not support her in front of other students, and TESOL training programs, which often challenged her credibility and skills. Finally, she reflects on the responses she received from her students, both good and bad, and how they changed her attitude toward her profession and self-esteem. Thomas also comments that NS faculty members are often not good models to the students in the way they “deal with” NNs, which, in turn, gives the student an excuse to reject NNs as “good teachers.” Thomas calls for major changes at all levels of the profession. 

This chapter is interesting in the sense that it is very general and covers many areas of the TESOL profession. Thomas seems quite disappointed by the way she is recognized by others in her profession, but gives the reader some hope when she shortly explains how she received great support from some of her students. 

5. Kamhi-Stein, L.  (2000). Adapting U.S.-based TESOL teacher education to meet the needs of nonnative English speakers.  TESOL Journal, 9(3), 10-14.
In her article “Adapting U.S.-based TESOL Teacher Education to Meet the Needs of Nonnative English Speakers” (2000), (and also “Preparing Nonnative Professionals in TESOL” (1999)),  Kamhi-Stein summarizes the changes made at CSULA and also explains what other TESOL programs can do for their NNSs students: 

· The TESOL students are provided with a NNEST mentor and informal support networks are also organized by nonnative speakers to help new students in TESOL programs and nonnative students when they first start their practicum, in order to “prevent the isolation of teachers-in preparation” (p. 151).

· An electronic bulletin allows both NSs and NNSs TESOL students to discuss important issues and share experiences related to their learning experiences as TESOL students. Collaboration between NSs and NNSs in class as well as out of class is strongly encouraged, where the contributions of both NNSs and NSs of English are equally important. 

· In order to enhance the NNSs’ self-confidence and ease them into the profession, the students are encouraged to work for other CSULA departments where knowledge of ESL/EFL is welcome and are asked to initiate and participate in research on the topic of NNESTs and their students.

· In class, NNSs share their language learning experiences and case discussions with the NSs in order to allow the NSs to “develop a better understanding of the ESL/EFL learning process” (Kamhi-Stein, 1999, p. 149). This process also lets the NNSs view themselves as an important source of information, which gives them a position of authority and a “voice vis-à-vis their native English-speaking peers” (Kamhi-Stein, 2000). 

· The students reflect on teaching philosophies and on school, country, or program language and teaching policies, as well as on their own beliefs as teachers. They are also asked to challenge “the assumption that only a white Anglo-Saxon native English speaker is a better ESL/EFL teacher” (p. 150) and discuss the history of language teaching ( see Kamhi-Stein, 1999; Kamhi-Stein et al., 1999 below). 

6. Kamhi-Stein, L., Lee, E., & Lee, C.  (1999, August/September).  How TESOL programs can enhance the preparation of nonnative English speakers.  TESOL Matters,  9(4), 1-5.  

In their article, the authors describe a study done in the TESOL program at California State University, Los Angeles. The students in that program were asked to explain their perceptions of their strengths and needs as both TESOL students and teachers, since Kamhi-Stein emphasizes the idea that a TESOL program tailored to the needs of the NNSs of English will increase the students’ motivation and therefore their self-esteem. Such a program should allow the NNSs to develop an understanding of their own assets, values, and beliefs. 

The results of the study show that the “nonnative-English-speaking teachers-in-preparation” (Kamhi-Stein et al., 1999, p. 1) saw themselves as being empathic, having an enhanced understanding of the students’ needs and knowledge of grammar, and being good role models. On the other hand, the NNS TESOL students pointed out their lack of self-confidence, perceived language needs, and prejudices they had to face in the profession, based on ethnicity, accent, or nonnative status. In response to these findings, new guidelines were implemented in the TESOL MA program at California State University (see Kamhi-Stein, 2000, above). 

This study is interesting because it discusses not just what kinds of difficulties nonnative speakers of English might have but also explains that adequate help should be provided before these NNs become teachers. 

7. Kramsch, C.  (1995, March).  The privilege of the non-native speakers.  Plenary address at the Annual Convention of Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Long Beach, CA. 

In her address, Kramsch first clarifies what an ideal native speaker of a language is—someone how is accepted as such by the community who speaks the given language and who created the distinction between native and nonnative speakers, not someone who is endowed with a specific formal underlying linguistic system. This ideal, of course, corresponds less and less to reality, as people travel, use a different language at home and at work, use different dialects and registers, and encounter multiple cultures every day. Kramsch further explains that learners of a second language expend their cultural sensitivity, therefore earning greater abilities to really express themselves without the boundaries of one language. The nonnative speakers thus receive the “privilege” to create new discourse communities whose existence monolingual speakers hardly suspect. 

8. Kresovich, B. M.  (1988).  Error gravity: Perceptions of native-speaking and non-native speaking faculty in EFL.  (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. 311 732). 

This survey of teachers of composition in EFL in Japan addressed the perceptions of native-English-speaking and non-native-English-speaking teachers of the acceptability of specific error types within sentences. The native speakers of English were one British and 16 Americans. The non-native group comprised 26 Japanese English teachers who were from a variety of school types. Results showed little difference in the error perceptions of native and non-native speakers. The findings support earlier research conclusions that the more an error obscures meaning, the less it is tolerated.

9. Reves, T., & Medgyes, P.  (1994).  The non-native English speaking EFL/ESL teacher’s self image: An international survey.  Systems, 22(3), 353-357. 

For this study, a questionnaire was sent to 216 English teachers in ten different non-English speaking countries in order to analyze the perceived differences between native English speaker teachers (NESTs) and non-native English speaker teachers (NNESTs) as well as issues about self-image and attitudes. Some questions were addressed to both NNESTs and NESTs and a few questions were addressed to NNESTs only, with a limited number of open-ended questions. The results of the survey showed that NESTs and NNESTs differ in their teaching behaviors, mostly because of divergent levels of language proficiency. It also proved that the awareness of differences in language proficiency negatively influenced the NNESTs’ self-perception and teaching attitudes. A poor self-image may further deteriorate language performances, which in turn will lead to a stronger feeling of inferiority. 

10. Tang, C.  (1997).  On the power and status of non-native ESL teachers.  TESOL Quarterly, 31, 577-580. 

In her short article, Tang explains that many studies proved the NNS teachers to be excellent emphatic listeners and “coaches” for their ESL or EFL students. However, they will always feel a strong sense of fear that they will not attain the same level of proficiency as their NS colleagues, and that their ESL students might reject them preferring a native speaker. Tang also shows how these feeling have not always been felt by NNS teachers, especially in societies where the goal of the students is to speak an internationally understood and accepted variety of English. Trends in ESL methodology have also influenced the role of the NNS teacher. 

