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ABSTRACT

The purposes of this study were (1) to explore students’ perception and beliefs on the
differences between the native English speaking teachers (NESTs) and the non-native
English speaking teachers (non-NESTs) and (2) to determine if students’ preference on
NESTs related to their age, grades, scores, and genders. A survey questionnaire was
designed to conduct this research. The participants were 357 students in a university in
southern Taiwan. The results of this study were consistent with Medgyes’ (2001) remarks on
the bright side of non-NESTs as well as on the strengths of NESTs. In general, non-NESTs
provide better learner models, offer effective method in language learning strategy, provide
more information about the English language, better anticipate learners’ difficulties, be
more sensitive to students’ needs, use L1 more, and improve students’ vocabulary and
grammar competence more often. NESTs have more flexibility in teaching methods, are
more creative and informal, focus more on fluency, prefer group work, endure students’
errors more, give fewer tests, don’t use students’ L1 to teach, and provide more cultural
information. More than half of the participants believed that NESTs’ teaching hours should
not be adjusted and that both NESTs and non-NESTs were effective teachers. 89.9% of the
participants believed that NESTs should teach speaking courses (e.g. conversation and
public speech) rather than other courses (e.g. literature, linguistics, business English,
listening, reading, and writing). Of all those demographical variables, grade level, and
scores were associated with their preference of NESTs.
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BACKGROUND

Learning English as a second or foreign language has become essential and prominent in the era of
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globalization. As Samimy and Brutt-Griffler (1999, p.127) depicted, “English has become a lingua franca
among literate educated people and is the most widely learned foreign language in the world.” Accordingly,
the Ministry of Education in Taiwan has proclaimed to set out with the English education from the third
year of the elementary schools in the 1990s. This policy led to the urgent need of English teachers all over
the country and promoted the controversial issue of the native/ non-native dichotomy. Thus, the number of
foreign teachers teaching English in the language institutes as well as schools and universities is on the rise
today. Through an online search of 120 colleges and universities, we found that there are approximately
2896 (88%) non-NESTs (non-native English speaking teachers) and 381 (12%) NESTs (native English
speaking teachers) in the English related departments. In both national and private universities, NESTSs are
outnumbered by non-NESTs. However, there are more NESTSs in private university than in national
universities. Specifically, more NESTs are working in the northern and southern Taiwan than in the middle
(i.e., Taichung, Changhua, Yunlin, and Nantou) and the eastern Taiwan (i.e., Taitung and Hualien). Further,
about 38.46% of the NESTs and 22.58% of non-NESTSs in the south do not hold degrees in English related
majors. How do students feel about NESTs? Does NEST perform better than non-NEST in English
teaching? Are both native and non-native English speaking teachers well-qualified in their teaching jobs?

There has been a great deal of previous research contributions to the issue of NESTs and non-NESTs
(e.g. Arva & Medgyes, 2000; Braine, 1999; Chou, 2006; Gill & Rebrova, 2001; Homolov & Bystrica,
2004; Huang, 2006; Kamhi-Stein, 1999; Lin, 2005; Lin, 2006; Liu, 1999; Maum, 2002; McNeill, 1993;
Medgyes, 1992, 1994, 1999, 2001; Milambiling, 2000; Moussu, 2000; Phillipson, 1992; Reves &
Medgyes, 1994; Samimy & Brutt-Griffler, 1999; Sommers, 2005; Suarez, 2000; Thomas, 1999; Tuitama-
Roberts & Iwamoto, 2003; Walker, 2006; Wu, 2006). Some researchers examined their differences,
strengths, and weaknesses (e.g. Lin, 2005; Maum, 2002; McNeill, 1993; Medgyes, 1992, 1994, 2001;
Milambiling, 1999; Sommers, 2005). Others investigated the issue of employment and cooperation
between NESTs and non-NESTs (e.g. Chou, 2006; Gill & Rebrova, 2001; Lin, 2006; Maum, 2002;
Sommers, 2005). In the following, we were to address their differences, merits, defects, employment, and
balance.
The Differences between NESTs and non-NESTs

NESTs and non-NESTs are distinctive in many ways. Earlier, Medgyes (1992) has claimed that both
groups have equal chance to become successful teachers, but they take different routes. They differed in
their language proficiency and teaching behavior (Medgyes, 1994). Later, Medgyes (2001) classified four
major differences between NESTs and non-NESTSs based on a survey of 325 teachers from 11 countries: (a)
the use of English, (b) general attitude, (c) attitude to teaching the language, and (d) attitude to teaching
culture. He illustrated that NESTs with native competence use real language, use English more confidently,
adopt a more flexible approach, are more innovative and casual, are less empathetic and committed, attend
to perceived needs, and have far-fetched expectations. Contrarily, non-NESTs use bookish language, adopt
a more guided approach, use English less confidently, are more cautious and empathetic, attend to real
needs, and have realistic expectations. Moreover, NESTs focus on fluency, meaning, language in use, oral
skills, and colloquial registers; whereas, non-NESTs focus on accuracy, form, grammar rules, printed word,
and formal registers (Medgyes, 2001). In teaching, NESTs teach items in context, prefer free activities,
favor group work, use a variety of materials, tolerate errors, set fewer tests, use no/less L1, resort to no/less
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translation, assign less homework, are less insightful, and supply more cultural information; however, non-
NESTs teach items in isolation, prefer controlled activities, favor frontal work, use a single textbook,
correct and punish for errors, set more tests, use more L1, resort to more translation, assign more
homework and test, and are more insightful (Medgyes, 2001). Further, non-NESTs tend to rely on
textbooks and materials, apply difference between L1 and L2, use L1 as a medium, aware of negative
transfer and psychological aspects of learning, be sensitive to the needs of students, be more efficient,
know students’ background, and examination preparation; nevertheless, NESTs are perceived to be
informal, fluent, accurate, different in methods, flexible, conversational, aware of subtleties of the
language, authentic in English, and positive in students’ feedback and non-examination preparation
(Samimy & Brutt-Griffler, 1999). After comparing the language use, linguistic complexity, linguistic
variety, and input strategies between NESTs and non-NESTS, Lin (2005) summarized that non-NESTSs tend
to conduct classes in L1, speak shorter utterances and less polysyllabic words, use more self-repetition
words, and employ different linguistic strategies to enhance students’ comprehension.

In addition to the aforementioned differences, both groups have their merits and defects in teaching.
On the one hand, Sommers (2005) supported NESTs in their effective ways of instruction and their better
language abilities. NESTs are at a distinct advantage in identifying problematic vocabulary in connection
with reading texts (McNeill, 1993). Non-NESTs might be struggle in dealing with accent and credibility in
the workplace (Maum, 2002). On the other hand, judging teachers from the perspective of knowledge,
techniques, affectivity, and intelligibility, Walker (2006) believed that non-NESTs normally had a better
understanding of the English grammar, English phonology, teaching techniques, greater affectivity, and
more intelligibility than native speaking teachers. Thomas (1999) also pointed out that,

NNSs not only empathize with their students, but they make another very vital contribution to the field,

although rarely acknowledged. They bring something unique to the ESOL profession. They are role

models; they are success stories; they are real images of what students can aspire to be. Instead of

being the exception, NNSs need to be the rule, found in every rank and level of ESOL teaching. (p.12)

Further, non-NESTs have experience with explicitly learning subtle distinctions in English syntax,
lexicon, and phonology in which the NESTs may not be aware of; while NESTs are in good command of
colloquialisms, pragmatics, slang, and pronunciation (Milambiling, 1999). Medgyes (2001, p.436) also
explained that both NESTs and non-NESTs can be equally good teachers; however, non-NESTs can
“provide a better learner model, teach language-learning strategies more effectively, supply more
information about the English language, better anticipate and prevent language difficulties, be more
sensitive to their students, ....”
The Employment of NESTs and non-NESTSs: Pros and Cons

Unfortunately, the challenges that the non-NESTs face are not always merely uninformed or
innocuous. There are discriminatory hiring practices, organizational invisibility, students distrust, and other
challenges (Thomas, 1999). Braine (1999) used to comment that,

As NNS scholars gradually receive recognition and assume positions of responsibility and influence in

the West, prejudice and discrimination are spreading rapidly in Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Hong King.

In these countries, being a native speaker of English is often the main qualification to teach English,

and this requirement is explicitly stated in job advertisements. (p.26)
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Moreover, the “I’m-not-a-native-speaker” syndrome found among L2 English teachers has disastrous
effects on the morale of teachers who feel inferior and inadequate when they compare themselves to their
L1 colleagues (Suarez, 2000).

The employment of NESTs or non-NESTs is debatable. Although Gill and Rebrova (2001), after
distinguished NESTs and non-NESTs in three categories (i.e., culture background, language use, and
teaching attitude), were in favor of NESTSs in teaching, some researchers disagreed to hire more native
English speaking teachers in Taiwan (Chou, 2006; Lin, 2006; Maum, 2002; Merino, 2006). Lin (2006) did
not support the idea of importing foreign teachers to improve students’ English, because the salary the
government paid for NESTs is much higher than those of non-NESTSs in elementary and middle schools.
Despite the merits of pronunciation and fluency, the defects of importing NESTs are (a) NESTs would
occupy employment opportunity of non-NESTSs, (b) NEST’s salary is higher than non-NEST’s, (c) NESTs
are not usually qualified EFL/ESL teachers, (d) NESTs English is not standard, and (¢) NESTs don’t
understand students’ learning difficulties and needs, because English is not his second language (Chou,
2006). Further, based on Maum’s (2002) summary from several researchers, native English speakers
without teaching qualifications are more likely to be hired as ESL teachers than qualified and experienced
NESTs, especially outside the United States. Merino (2006) suspected that NESTs might not be better
English teachers than non-NESTSs, because it all depended on the teaching situation and the particular
teacher.

The Balance between NESTs and non-NESTs

Many researchers supported the cooperation and balance between these two groups as a better solution
for the NESTS and non-NESTs dichotomy (Homolov & Bystrica, 2004; Huang, 2006; Maum, 2002;
Medgyes, 1992, 1994, 2001; Merino, 2006; Tuitama-Roberts & lwamoto, 2003). There should be a good
balance between NESTs and non-NESTS, so that they can complement each other in their strengths and
weaknesses (Medgyes, 2001). The cooperation between NESTs and non-NESTs can promote the exchange
of cultural information and the adoption of team teaching (Huang, 2006). As Homolov and Bystrica (2004)
emphasized, NESTs and non-NESTs should work together to guarantee that students being taken care of
with all roles (i.e., the controller, the manager, the facilitator, and the corrector) covered. In addition, since
the benefits of using both groups are to facilitate mutual learning experiences, to foster the awareness of
the benefits of achieving communicative English proficiency for teachers, and to facilitate specific
academic goals for students, Tuitama-Roberts and lwamoto (2003) proposed team teaching between native
and non-native speakers, utilizing divided syllabus and standardized syllabus as teaching options.

Regardless of those pros and cons on the NESTs and non-NESTs dichotomy, it is important to know
what students believe and how they perceive NESTs and non-NESTSs in the teaching of English language,
since it is students who suffer or benefit from teacher’s lessons. Hence, the following two research
questions will guide this study: (1) What are students’ perception and beliefs on the effectiveness and
differences between NESTs and non-NESTs? (2) To what extent do students’ gender, age, grade level, and
academic performance related to their preference of NESTs? Hopefully, this research can benefit both
NESTs and non-NESTSs in realizing their differences, strengths, and weaknesses in language teaching and
in understanding what students think about them as well as in helping the employment authority to view
both NESTs and non-NESTS in a positive way.
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METHOD

Participants

The participants were 357 college students, 60 males and 297 females, from the Department of Applied
Foreign Languages in a university in southern Taiwan. There are two full-time and seven part-time native
English speaking teachers in the department. The subjects were chosen from this department rather than
other departments, because 56.6% of the students have taken one course from those NESTs and 43.4% of
them have taken two or more courses from NESTs. Among them, 279 students (78.2%) prefer to attend
NESTSs’ classes, while 78 (21.8%) of them do not. With respect to the age, 9.8% of the students are under
20 years old, 55.7% of them are between age 20 and 21, 29.7% of them are between age 22 and 23, and
4.7% of them are over 24 years old. In total, 274 students (76.8%) are studying in the 4-year college
program and 83 students (23.2%) are in the 2-year college program. As to their average English writing
performance, 6.4% of the students scored below 60, the passing grade; 23% of them earned between 61
and 70; 38.1% of them had scores between 71 and 80; 26.6% of the students gained between 81 and 90;
and 5.9% of them achieved between 91 and 100. This score is taken as a measurement standard, because
most EFL students are not perfect in writing and their English teachers are more cautious and strict in
giving them writing grades.
Instrument and Procedures

A survey questionnaire was designed to collect data. There were 14 major questions in the
questionnaire: four questions on personal information, eight questions on learning conditions, one question
with 7 items on students’ beliefs of non-NESTSs, and one question with 10 items on their beliefs of NESTSs.
The questionnaire was generated and formulated based on Medgyes’ (2001) study “When the teacher is a
non-native speaker.” Two English teachers were invited to proofread the questionnaire and 18 students
were randomly sampled from one class to fill out the first draft of the questionnaires. The researchers
further revised the questionnaire based on the results of the pilot study and brought questionnaires to 9
intact classes to do the survey. The questionnaires were collected immediately right after the completion.
Totally, 357 valid questionnaires were collected. Data was compiled and analyzed through totaling the
frequency and percentages of the responses for each item on the questionnaire by using SPSS 12.0 for
Microsoft edition. A two-way contingency table analysis was conducted and Pearson Chi-squared test was
used to determine the relationships between demographic variables and students’ preference of NESTSs.

RESULTS

The first research question addressed the issue of students’ beliefs and perception on the effectiveness
and differences between NESTs and non-NESTSs. Table 1 through 5 responded to this question. As shown in
Table 1, among 279 students who liked NESTSs, 67.74% of the students deemed that NESTs’ classes were
easy and funny. 58.06% of the students thought that NESTs were nice. 50.54% of them admitted that they
could learn real English from NESTs. 48.39% of them liked to have more contact with foreign teachers.
43.73% of the students enjoyed NESTs’ cultural information. 22.94% of the students believed that NESTs
teaching contents were abundant and 11.11% of the students liked NESTs because they did not fail students.
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Table 1. The Main Reasons that Students Like NESTs

Category N (%)
It’s an easy and funny class. 189 (67.74)
Teachers are nice. 162 (58.06)
I can learn real English. 141 (50.54)
I can contact with foreigners more. 135 (48.39)
I enjoy their culture information. 122 (43.73)
The course content is abundant. 64 (22.94)
Teachers won’t flunk out students. 31 (11.11)

On the other hand, as Table 2 indicated, of those 78 students who did not like NESTSs, 66.7% of the
students reckoned that the course contents of NESTs were boring. 58.97% of them believed their poor oral
skills in English were the culprits. 44.87% of them said that they had difficulty in communicating with
NESTSs. 37.17% of them thought that they couldn’t learn anything from NESTS, because the content of the
course was insufficient. 8.97% of the students didn’t like foreign teachers and 8.97% of them claimed that
the NESTs would fail them.

Table 2. The Main Reasons that Students Do not Like NESTs

Category N (%)
The course is boring. 52 (66.70)
My English is poor, especially orally. 46 (58.97)
I have difficulty communicating with the teacher. 35 (44.87)
The course content is insufficient. 29 (37.17)
I don’t like foreigners. 7( 8.97)
The teachers flunk out students. 7( 8.97)

The effectiveness of teaching between NESTs and non-NESTSs is shown in Table 3. 25.5% of the
students supported foreign teachers to be more effective, while 16.8% of them defended that Taiwan
teachers were more effective. 52.7% of the students indicated that both NESTs and non-NESTs were
effective teachers; however, 5% of them did not.

Table 3. Students’ Beliefs on the Effectiveness of Teaching between NESTs and non-NESTs

Category N(%)
Both are effective. 188(52.7)
Foreign teachers are more effective. 91(25.5)
Taiwan teachers are more effective. 60(16.8)

Both are ineffective. 18( 5.0)
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As Table 4 presented, more than half of the participants agreed that non-NESTs could provide better
learner’s models (59.9%), offer better methods in teaching language learning strategies (64.2%), provide
more information about the English language (58.8%), better anticipate and prevent learners’ difficulties
(72.5%), be more sensitive to their students’ needs (67.8%), use students’ mother tongue more frequently in
teaching (66.1%), and improve students’ abilities in vocabulary and grammar more often (76.2%).

Table 4. College Students’ Opinions and Beliefs on Non-NESTs’ Teaching Performance

SA A NC DA SD
Non-NESTs N©)  N©)  N©)  N©)  N(%)
1.provide better learner’s models. 34(9.5) 180(50.4) 124(34.7) 18(5) 1(0.3)

2.offer better method in teaching language
learning strategy.
3.provide more information about the English.

41(11.5) 188(52.7) 113(31.7) 15(4.2)  0(0)

43(12) 167(46.8) 117(32.8) 27(7.6)  3(0.8)

Language
4.better anticipate learners’ difficulties 63(17.6) 196(54.9) 85(23.8) 11(3.1) 2(0.6)
5.be more sensitive to their students’ needs 65(18.2) 177(49.6) 95(26.6) 19(5.3) 1(0.3)

6.frequently use students’ mother tongue to teach ~ 48(13.4) 188(52.7) 104(29.1) 13(3.6) 4(1.1)
7.improve students’ ability in vocabulary and

grammar more often 75(21) 197(55.2) 78(21.8) 6(1.7) 1(0.3)

Students’ opinions on NESTS’ teaching performance, as shown in Table 5, demonstrated that the
highest percentages and frequencies fell on strongly agree, except item number six. Most students agreed
that NESTs had more flexibility in teaching methods (80.1%), were more creative (68.3%) and informal
(68%) in teaching, focused more on oral fluency (69.8%), preferred group works (63.3%), ignored and
endured students’ errors more (55.8%), gave fewer tests (63%), did not use students’ L1 to teach (76.2%),
and provided more cultural information (66.6%). Less than half of the participants believed that NESTs
adopted more materials with varieties to teach.

Table 5. College Students’ Opinions and Beliefs on NESTs’ Performance

SA A NC DA SD
N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)
1.have more flexibility in teaching methods 82(23.0) 204(57.1) 55(15.4) 14(3.9) 1(0.3)

NESTs

2.are more creative in teaching 85(23.8) 159(44.5) 95(26.6) 16(4.5) 2(0.6)
3.are more casual or informal 73(20.4) 170(47.6) 102(28.6) 10(2.8) 2(0.6)
4.focus more on fluency in oral skills 66(18.5) 183(51.3) 91(25.5) 16(4.5) 1(0.3)
5.prefer group works 72(20.2) 154(43.1) 110(30.8) 19(5.3) 2(0.6)
6.adopt more different kinds of materials 49(13.7) 128(35.9) 150(42) 24(6.7) 6(1.7)
7.ignore and endure students’ errors more 47(13.2) 152(42.6) 119(33.3) 29(8.1) 10(2.8)
8.give fewer tests 58(16.2) 167(46.8) 110(30.8) 19(5.3) 3(0.8)
9.don’t use students’ L1 to teach 112(31.4) 160(44.8) 74(20.7) 10(2.8) 1(0.3)

10.provide more cultural information 78(21.8) 160(44.8) 93(26.1)  24(6.7) 2(0.6)




— 378 — On NESTs and Non-NESTs

Additionally, the course that students believed NESTs should teach was speaking (89.9%). There is
low percentage on other courses, such as culture (35.9%), listening (29.1%), business English (5%),
reading (4.5%), literature (3.6%), linguistics (3.6%), and academic writing (3.4%). 194 students (54.3%)
reckoned that there’s no need to adjust NESTs’ teaching hours. However, 136 students (38.1%) thought that
the teaching hours of NESTs should be extended, while 27 students (7.6%) believed that the teaching hours
of NESTSs should be shorten.

Research question 2 examined if students’ gender, age, grade level, and academic performance related
to their preference of NESTs. Table 6 illustrated the answer. Scores and grade levels were related to
students’ preference of NESTs with significant p value and positive Cramer’s v value; however, age and gender
were not. Age and grade level instead of gender and scores were related to teachers’ teaching effectiveness
with significant p value and positive Cramer’s v value. Most students believed that both teachers were
effective; whereas, students with age between 20 and 21 preferred non-NESTSs, and those with age between
22 and 23 preferred NESTSs to teach more. Additionally, the lower their grade levels, the more they believed
that non-NESTs were effective. The higher their grade levels, the more they regarded NESTSs as effective.
The higher their writing scores, the more they liked NESTS, except students with scores between 91 and
100. The fewer courses they took from NESTS, the more they thought that NESTs were effective.

Table 6. The Relationship among Students’ Age, Grade level, Scores, teacher’s effectiveness, and
students’ Preference

Comparison Pearson y 2 df P value Cramer’s V
Scores vs. Preferences 9.813 4 0.044* 0.166
Grade level vs. Preferences 27.423 5 0.000** 0.277
Age vs. Effectiveness 33.221 12 0.001** 0.176
Grade level vs. Effectiveness 43.452 15 0.000** 0.201

*p< 0.05, **p< 0.01

CONCLUSION & DISCUSSION

This study explored students’ perception and beliefs on the effectiveness and differences between
NESTs and non-NESTSs. It also examined the relationship among students’ preference on NESTS, teacher’s
effectiveness, and students’ age, grades, scores, and genders. Most students who were in favor of NESTs
felt that the classes were easy and funny, and the teachers were nice. Those who disliked NESTs regarded
their course contents as boring and indicated the difficulty in communicating with NESTs. More than half
of the participants believed that NESTs’ teaching hours should not be adjusted and 89.9% of the
participants reckoned that NESTs should teach speaking courses rather than other courses (e.g. literature,
linguistics, business English, listening, reading, and writing). Most students agreed that both NESTs and
non-NESTs were effective teachers. However, less than 50% of the students thought that NESTs adopted
more teaching materials with varieties. It is obvious that more teaching contents for NESTs might be



Li-Bi Shen and Hung-Chang Wu — 379 —

needed to strengthen their course quality. The phenomena that non-NESTs focused more on accuracy and
NESTs focused more on students’ oral fluency explained why most non-NESTs devoted efforts in
improving students’ vocabulary and grammar in the classroom, while NESTs did not.

Additionally, though opinions from the research were divided on hiring NESTSs, this paper confirmed
Medgyes’ (2001) study on the bright side of non-NESTs as well as on the strengths of NESTs. Most
students deemed that non-NESTs could provide better learner models, offer better method in teaching
language learning strategy, provide more information about the English language, better anticipate and
prevent learners’ difficulties, be more sensitive to students, use L1 more, and improve students’ language
competence in vocabulary and grammar more often. They also admitted that NESTs had more flexibility in
teaching methods, were more creative and informal, focused more on fluency, preferred group works,
endured students’ errors more, gave fewer tests, did not use students L1 to teach, and provided more
cultural information. Of all those demographical variables, grade level and scores were associated with
students’ preference of NESTSs, while students’ age and grade level were associated with teacher’s teaching
effectiveness.

Undoubtedly, both groups have their merits and defects. However, keeping a balance between NESTs
and non-NESTSs is critical and urgent. Before the integration and cooperation, there are a few issues in need
of careful consideration: (1) Are all NESTs qualified teachers? (2) Are all non-NESTs well-trained? (3)
Should our government establish some credential measurement system to maintain the quality of our
language education? A successful EFL teaching, as Samimy and Brutt-Griffler (1999, p.141) raised,
depends on “learner factors (e.g., age, motivation, goals, aptitude), teacher factors (e.g., knowledge, skills,
training, experience, personality), and contextual factors (e.g., ESL or EFL context, amount of available
input, degree of contact with native speakers, availability of authentic materials).” We should think
highly of teacher factors to maintain teacher’s standard. Currently, it is not promising that all NESTSs are
qualified teachers and it is also not true that all non-NESTs can speak English well. Hence, in order to
maintain the quality and standard of language education in the country, it seems that more rigorous training
is needed for both NESTs and non-NESTs. The government should arrange some professional training
courses for NESTs who do not hold qualified diploma or equipped professional knowledge and who are
teaching English in the country. The professional training should include second language acquisition
theories, teaching methodologies, language improvement, and Chinese culture understanding. The
government should not issue working visa to any unqualified native English speakers. Meanwhile, the
Ministry of Education has to evaluate both NESTs and non-NESTs more thoroughly when issuing them
teaching certificates. Only when the authorities pay attention to this issue can our language education be
improved in no time. Given the limitation of current study, further research can be conducted in different
colleges at various levels all over the country to generalize the results. Hopefully, this study can incite other
researchers and the authorities to contemplate our English education, especially the qualification of
teachers.
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