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The application of ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ labels to EFL professionals has been influenced by 
the argument over their discriminatory nature. L1 proponents claim that natives are innate 
with linguistic competence while non-natives are referred to as second-best. A review of studies 
investigating the coherence of these terms supported the validity of this phenomenon. However, 
competing theories emphasise the importance and impact of discriminatory terminology not 
addressed by natives  This paper looks at this debate in some detail and aims to balance the 
need for accurate descriptive labelling against the damaging effects of pejorative categories. 
It also discusses teaching and linguistic competence in light of both “native” and “non-native” 
categories. The discourse focuses on the advantages and disadvantages attributed to the native 
versus non-native EFL teacher and employment discrimination issues faced by non-native 
EFL teachers in institutions, job advertisements, and in the administration of institutions 
themselves today. It was concluded that a more refined approach to describing different types of 
EFL professionals is required, which does not negatively disadvantage either L1 or L2 teachers 
of English. 
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Introduction

The issue of employment discrimination affecting non-native teachers of the English language in the UK and 
worldwide is now pertinent and enduring (Clark & Paran, 2007). The number of non-native English speakers, 
approx. 1.1 billion in the world, far outnumber native English speakers, approx. 400 million (Crystal, 2003). 
The main drives behind this increase in the numbers of English speakers, and in particular non-native English 
teachers, are assumed to be globalisation and the expansion of the EU’s borders (Clark & Paran, 2007). In their 
article Employability of Non-Native-Speaker Teachers of EFL, Clark & Paran (2007) identified that the non-native 
status of teachers was a significantly influential criterion in the employability of non-native EFL teachers, as 
well as asserting that they are unlikely to ever be invited for an interview, even though these teachers are 
qualified, fluent in English, and experienced.

This article discusses teaching and linguistic competence for both “native” and “non-native” categories. Native 
teachers are often considered to be “ideal teachers” and “non-natives” their unequal counterparts (Shih & Ying, 
2017; Lurda, 2004). Thus, the paper will try to ascertain the background of such ideas, with the aim of clarifying 
the main issues that have been investigated in previous studies, i.e. why non-native teachers still face a range of 
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negative experiences and attitudes in the current EFL workplace. This will test how to operationalise the terms 
native and non-native and identify the differences of opinion relating to the terms as well as examine if there is 
any consensus concerning the validity of the aforesaid labels. 

Furthermore, the discussion focuses on competence issues related to non-native teachers in the EFL teaching 
profession: the advantages and disadvantages attributed to the native versus non-native EFL teacher and 
employment discrimination issues faced by non-native EFL teachers in institutions, job advertisements, and in 
the administration of institutions themselves today. It discusses the unfortunate persistence and impact of such 
discrimination upon the EFL teaching profession more generally, despite the increasing realisation that both L1 
and L2 teachers have differing yet compatible skills to offer their learners. This issue of continued discrimination 
against non-native teachers is elaborated upon throughout the paper and concludes with recommendations for 
moving beyond such non-native discrimination within the EFL workplace.

The Concept of a Native Speaker

The first recorded description of what constitutes a native speaker is supplied by Davies (1991), who defined 
‘nativeness’ as “the first language a human being learns to speak in his native language; he is a native speaker of 
this language” (p. ix). Moreover, the definition is in line with The Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics which 
defines a native speaker as “a person considered as a speaker of his or her native language” (Richards, Platt 
& Weber, 1985, p. 188) and the Collins Co-build Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2005) states that “your 
native language or tongue is the first language that you learned to speak when you were a child” (p. 950)1. Within 
these definitions, a native language can be described as the language that “a person acquires early in childhood 
because it is spoken in the family and/or it is the language of the country where he or she lives” (Richards, Platt 
& Weber, 1985, p. 188)2. 

Davies (1991) also supports the previous meaning of ‘native’, and suggests that a person is a native speaker “of 
a language by virtue of place or country of birth” (Davies, 1991, p. ix), whereas Pannycook (1994) puts forward 
the idea that a native speaker is the “idealised person with a complete and possible innate competence in 
the language” (Pannycook, 1994, p. 175). Philipson (1992) takes a politically opposed position against such 
definitions which limits nativeness to a place of birth and assumes unrivalled competence of the native. Then, 
Philipson uses the English language as an example of the consequences of such definitions; he argues it leads to 
domination and imperialistic tendencies by the native over the non-native (Phillipson, 1992). 

Some researchers provided a narrower Anglo-centric definition of the native speaker, defining them as someone 
who was born in an English-speaking country and has acquired the English language during their childhood in 
an English-speaking family or environment (Braine, 2010; Cook, 2005; Lee, 2005; Medgyes, 1994). This means 
that “the individual speaks English as his/her first language, has a native-like command of English and has the 
capacity to produce a fluent and spontaneous discourse” (Medgyes, 1994, p. 10). Hence, the native speaker is 
able to use the English language “creatively” and has a “reliable intuition” to distinguish “right from wrong 
forms” of the English language (Medgyes, 1994, p. 10). However, many scholars claim that the first language 
acquired by children is irrelevant in contrast to the mature first language, as children develop their system 
independent of the adult language system. Consequently, second language acquisition studies involve testing 
the cognitive ability of people who have successfully reached a usable level of the second language and not just 
how they have learnt it (Dervić & Spahić, 2018; Cook, 2005; Lee, 2005 Medgyes,1994; Davies, 1991). 

A more simplistic definition of the terms ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ speakers describes the native speaker of a 
language as someone who speaks the language in question as to their first language and the non-native speaker 
as an individual who uses the language as a second or foreign tongue (Braine, 2010). Therefore, in order to 
provide a clear picture of a native speaker, Lee (2005) grouped six characteristics which evidently define a native 
speaker of a language. He suggests that a native speaker is an individual who: 
 - acquired the language in early childhood and maintains the use of the language, 

 - has an intuitive knowledge of the language, 
 - is able to produce fluent and spontaneous discourse, 

1  Collins COUBILD Advanced Learner`s English Dictionary. (2005). Great Britain, Beccles and London: William Clowes Ltd.
2  Richards, J., Platt, J., & Weber, H. (1985). Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics. England, UK: Longman.
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 - is able to communicate within different social settings (communicatively competent), 
 - identifies with or is identified by a language community, and 
 - is freed from a foreign accent (Lee, 2005).

However, from the given definitions, it seems that it is impossible for any second language learner, regardless 
of their language competency, to become a native speaker; concluding anything learnt in later life cannot be 
qualified as a native language (Cook, 2005). Hence, the non-native speaker can acquire all previous characteristics 
save the “childhood acquisition” which indicates that the non-native speaker “does not acquire the target 
language in early childhood”; and even if that is the case, then they are “bilingual native speakers of both the L1 
and the target language” (Davies, 2000, p. 5). 

Terminological Preference

The native/non-native dichotomy is “one of the most complex and elusive areas in applied linguistics” (Medgyes, 
1994, p. 9). Many scholars argue that such descriptions [native/non-native] are confrontational and offensive 
in relation to teachers of English language (Braine, 2010; Lazaraton, 2003; Jenkins, 2000; Suarez, 2000; Liu, 
1999; Kachur & Nelson, 1996; Rampton, 1990). Braine (2010) believes that the term “native” speaker certainly 
has positive connotations: it denotes a “birthright, fluency, cultural affinity, and sociolinguistic competence”. 
On the other hand, the term non-native speaker carries the burden of the “minority, of marginalization and 
stigmatization, with resulting discrimination in terms of employability and professional advancement” (Braine, 
2010, p. 9). Similarly, Kachur and Nelson (1996) feel that the terms “native and non-native” conceal attitudinal 
problems and that “…it is almost unavoidable that anyone [i.e. a potential learner] would select a second-best 
component” (Kachur & Nelson, 1996, p. 79). 

Recent research has suggested that using the label “non-native” speakers serves a political purpose (Liu, 1999, p. 
97) or idea of separating people into different groups (Kamhi-Stain, 2004, p. 3). Furthermore, Amin (2004) states 
that the “native speaker is embedded in a myth” and that “myth-making” of the native speaker is related to 
discourses concerned with racism and colonialism which often reveal the negative impressions that have been 
formed about non-native English speakers (Amin, 2004, p. 62). The division native/non-native may generate 
discrimination which serves no purpose when related to assessing the level of proficiency acquired by the 
individual teacher (Amin, 2004, p. 74). 

 Attributes used to characterise the categories of ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ speakers can be challenging. On the 
basis of interviews conducted with teachers whose mother tongue was not English, Liu (1999) found that the 
majority did not have a problem with the distinction. However, a significant minority felt that it was a complex 
and even unusable distinction. Thus, Liu concluded a significant number of individuals chose to disregard this 
dichotomy of native/non-native and expressed concerns about affiliating themselves with either category. The 
reason why is most likely due to the idea that the labels native/non-native infer that native speakers are more 
efficient and capable of using and teaching the language than their counterparts. 

Jenkins (2000) states that it is “entirely inappropriate and offensive” to use the label “non-native speakers” 
for individuals “who have learnt English as a second or foreign language” and thus are bilingual and also fully 
proficient speakers of English. This native/non-native dichotomy may cause “negative perceptions and self-
perceptions” of non-native teachers. This can lead to discrimination against those labelled ‘non-natives’. 
Teachers labelled as ‘non-native’ can be “refused places on EFL teacher training courses” or have their 
submissions turned down for publications in prestigious international journals. Hence, the “native” and “non-
native” labels provide a simplistic view of a complex situation that constitutes an “error in the making” (Jenkins, 
2000, p. 9).

Suarez (2000) also comments that the use of native/non-native terminology is in many ways paradoxical: “native” 
is seen as a strongly positive term, and its negative opposite “non-native”, as a result, becomes practically 
redundant (i.e. no one wishes to have the term perpetuation applied to them). This means that in practice the 
distinction only exists to generate the positive term “native” and this is what makes the use of such terminology 
paradoxical or logically problematic (Suarez, 2000, p. 1). An interesting footnote to this debate is provided 
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by Murti (2002) who notes that in recent history, the term “native” was used within English with a negative 
connotation, carrying hidden meanings of “uncivilized” or “barbaric” (Murti, 2002, p. 27). It is now commonly 
used as a positive adjective to describe first language linguistic competence. 

Furthermore, using more neutral terms to classify teachers would be less obnoxious and less disrespectful to 
both groups. Employing phrases such as “L1 English teachers” for those whose mother tongue is English, and 
“L2 English teachers” for those who have a mother tongue other than English, would be more appropriate and 
suitable (Suarez, 2000, p. 1; Rampton, 1990, p. 99). In addition, Suarez notes that the prefix “non” used with 
“native” carries negative connotations, which may help to generate or perpetuate prejudice towards non-native 
teachers as opposed to L1 English teachers (Suarez, 2000. p. 1). 

Therefore, to help prevent negative implications, the following are the new terms proposed by Jenkins (2000) 
instead of the native/non-native division: 

MES – “Monolingual English Speaker”, which stands for those L1 speakers who do not speak any other language 
fluently. 
BES – “Bilingual English Speaker”, which stands for both categories: L1 speakers who speak another language 
fluently, and for L2 speakers who speak English fluently. 
NBES – “Non-Bilingual English Speaker”, which stands for those “L2 speakers whose English may have progressed 
only to the level at which it serves their particular international communicative purpose” (Jenkins, 2000, p. 11).

The notion that observing native/non-native differences within the process of selecting or categorising 
teachers may be seen as a “taboo subject”, especially within an increasingly politically correct arena, leading 
to the suppression of useful and important debates. In the arena of “global diversity”, these categories become 
a “badly kept secret” (Suarez, 2000, p. 1); creating an awkward and conflicted situation within the broader 
professional agenda of ELT, which on the surface states that both parties are equal and can coexist successfully, 
but underneath cannot honour those principles.  One could even go as far as to suggest that elaborating on the 
debate concerning the details of the native/non-native terminology is a form of procrastination, designed to 
defer engagement with the thorny and ethically doubtful justifications which underpin the distinctions in the 
first place.

However, Braine (1999) puts forward more appropriate labels intending to overcome the “identity crisis” that 
may exist among non-native professionals:

a. Second language speaking professionals,
b. English teachers speaking other languages,
c. Non-native speakers of English in TESOL/TEFL,
d. Non-native professionals in TESOL/TEFL,
e. Non-native teachers of English,
f. Non-native English-speaking professionals,
g. Second language teaching professionals,
h. Non-native English teachers (Braine, 1999, p. xvii)

Finally, a more sophisticated and respectable term that needs to be applied nowadays was suggested by 
Rampton a few decades ago: the “language expertise” of both “native” and “non-native” teachers. He believes 
that by using the term “language expertise”, which is built into the structure of “language inherence” and 
“language affiliation”, it will give a clearer picture of teachers both individually and overall. It will provide equal 
opportunities for all types of teachers and will put forward the similarities between nationality and language 
ability (Rampton, 1990, p. 100).

Competence and Credibility of Native/Non-Native EFL Teachers

According to Widdowson (1994), native speakers are the “authentic owners” of the English language and 
are therefore linguistically competent (Widdowson, 1994, p. 387). However, rather than just assuming their 
‘ownership’ of English, in contrast, many language researches have written and discussed the issues relating to 
native and non-native teachers by considering the problem in a more inductive manner. They have looked at 
real students’ and teachers’ perceptions in relation to nativeness using interviews, surveys, and post-graduate 
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studies, the results of which have also been debated in articles and journals (Kamhi-Stein, 2004; Douglas, 2003; 
Timmis, 2002; Suarez, 2000; Cook, 1999; Nayar, 1994; Medgyes, 1992; Davies, 1991; Golebiowska, 1985).

When it comes to using English internationally, Smith (1983) postulates that “native speakers need as much 
help as non-native speakers” and claims that there is “no room for linguistic chauvinism” (Smith, 1983, p. 7). He 
is suggesting that communicative competence in one linguistic environment, where a form of English is used as 
a major means of communication, does not necessarily privilege speakers from that environment as heavily as 
they might imagine when they move into another area where a different form of English is used. A good example of 
this might be the difficulty many English speakers from the southern part of England would have understanding 
Glaswegian, or a form of English used for everyday communication across the Indian subcontinent due to the 
variety of other languages used within the populous (Douglas, 2003). An English speaker from New York or 
the south of England may be surprised at how difficult they would find it to operate in these other English-
speaking contexts. Douglas (2003) suggests that within the wider confines of the English language, the Standard 
Scottish English maintains a separate identity characterised by the inclusion of Scottish lexis, grammatical 
syntactic features, and pronunciation (Douglas, 2003). However, Suarez (2000) believes that native speakers 
are certainly considered more competent than non-native speakers. Thus, the non-native teachers perceive 
themselves as less competent, and so often feel embarrassed in the presence of native teachers, regardless of 
their qualifications. In addition, for reasons stated above, “foreign teachers” are less forthcoming when required 
to speak in public arenas (Suarez, 2000, p. 1). This inevitably means that their needs and views will be either 
underrepresented or misrepresented.

Timmis (2002), inspired by reading Carter and McCarthy’s 1997 study of the nature of spoken English, notes that 
there are significant differences between the forms of English that are presented in ELT reference materials and 
the “corpus-attested” norms of everyday speech. Timmis (2002) observes the following:

The written-based grammars exclude features that widely occur in the conversation of native 
speakers of the English language, across speakers of different ages, sexes, dialect groups, and social 
classes, with a frequency that simply cannot be dismissed as an aberration (p. 240). 

In addition, Timmis (2002) concludes that he is personally aware of the differences between the English language 
he teaches and the English language he speaks (Timmis, 2002). 

This gap between classroom English and everyday language suggests that the language of EFL classes tends 
to be more formal and uniform than any real spoken English. This happens out of necessity because there 
are so many different types of English, dependent upon such factors as cultural region, generation, and 
class,(Dubravac, Brdarević-Čeljo, & Bećirović, 2018). To be more practical , EFL materials and classes have to use 
a more standardised version of English. What Timmis (2002) appears to be suggesting is that second-language 
English speakers understand this formal classroom language well, and therefore, are just as capable of being EFL 
teachers as native speakers, once they have reached the required standard of English. It may even be the case 
that this understanding of the more formal language used in classes can give something of an advantage to L2 
teachers of English. 

Golebiowska (1985) does not agree with the fact that non-native teachers’ command of English can be equal to 
that of native teachers. She suggests that non-native teachers of English are likely to be less competent and thus 
require language improvement classes at an appropriate level. Hence, the native speaker’s command of English 
is not comparable to the foreigner; for Golebiowska, the native speaker will always have a better command of 
English (Golebiowska, 1985). Nayar (1994) supports Golebiowska’s (1985) view, considering native teachers as 
speakers who have “linguistic identity”.  He states that native teachers possess skills of accurate and perfect 
competence, whereas non-native teachers are considered as “cognitively deficient, language-deprived, error-
prone, socio-pragmatically ungraceful and unreliable speakers” (Nayar, 1994, p. 2).    

Furthermore, Medgyes (1983) believes that acquiring natives’ competence in the language, “recourse to all the 
nuances of referential, stylistic, and textual appropriateness” is an unreachable goal for any non-native teacher. 
Moreover, he describes non-native teacher competence thusly: 

His speech is often long-winded as the right phrase will continually elude him, thereby forcing him 
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into hazy and lengthy definitions. He will invariably avoid the use of phrases about which he is not 
entirely sure, thus assuming a flat and inexpressive style, particularly when it comes to free oral 
communication (p. 6).

Consequently, Medgyes (1983) refers to Corder (1973) when he writes: “We do not expect or require foreigners to 
be able to select the stylistically appropriate language with the same skill and control as the native speaker does. 
The native speaker finds it “inappropriate” in certain situations for a foreigner to use the same style of language 
as he would do himself. We can take an example from the usage of “slang”. It is not only that the appropriate 
use of “slang” requires great familiarity with, and sensitivity to, the social life of an individual, unlikely to be 
acquired by a foreigner, but also that the use of any slang features by a foreigner is inappropriate. A foreigner can 
only use slang appropriately when he is no longer regarded as a foreigner” (Medgyes, 1983, p. 6).

The English language runs along a spectrum starting from zero competence and running up to native competence 
(Medgyes, 1992). For Medgyes, non-native teaching is progressing along this continuum, utilizing learning 
strategies, such as a continuing professional development plan and/or their more general life experience. Hence, 
foreign teachers may use different techniques as they have “learnt-to-use/use-to-learn” English progressively. 
However, their progress is towards a ‘glass ceiling’ regarding promotion within their employment (Medgyes, 
1992, p. 341). 

However, for Medgyes (1992) a further problem facing non-native speakers and making it difficult for them to 
match native users is that the former are still, and most likely will always be, using a kind of “imitation English”. 
Hence, foreign teachers can never appear quite as authentic or creative “as those whom they have learnt to copy” 
(Medgyes, 1992, p. 341). However, the author criticises previous research in this field for lacking comparable 
variables [i.e. age, sex, education, profession, etc.]. Thus, for Medgyes, many details on the significance of the 
native/non-native distinction remain questionable. 

In addition, Medgyes remarks that the “liberal-minded researcher” has tended to ignore the most obvious and 
relevant criteria for competency: i.e. whether the teacher speaks English as a first, second, or foreign language 
(Medgyes, 1992, p. 340). However, a successful second language learner can gain a native competence for the 
language and thus choose a native speaker membership even if the foreigner is outside of his native environment 
(Davies, 1991, p. 165). In addition, Cook (1999) brings a more liberal perspective to the debate, stating that the 
teaching of English language should not be focused only on native speakers, as non-native speakers ought to be 
considered as “successful multi-competent speakers, not failed native speakers” (Cook, 1999, p. 185).

Advantages and Disadvantages of Native/Non-Native EFL Teachers

Shin’s article ‘Preparing non-native English-speaking ESL teachers’ in Teacher Development, Volume 12, Issue 
1, mentions that the difference between the advantages and disadvantages of native and non-native teachers 
is a highly complex issue to define and the label of “native/non-native is too simplistic and fails to capture 
the rich complexities associated with being a user of a language” (Shin, 2008, p. 60). However, despite the 
many uncertainties surrounding the study of the native/non-native divide, a significantly visible advantage 
that non-native English language teachers possess is their awareness of the grammar which is built into 
their understanding of language due to their previous language learning experience (Shih & Ying, 2017; Liu, 
1999). However, Medgyes (1983) describes any situation in which “non-native” teachers’ feel unsafe in using 
the language they teach as a contingency towards adopting a “pessimistic or an aggressive attitude”. Medgyes 
characterises this “pessimistic type of teacher” as obsessed with grammar. He suggests that they show less 
competence in pronunciation and lexical aspects of teaching and often omit dealing with issues of linguistic 
appropriateness (Medgyes, 1983, p. 2). For Medgyes, “aggressive teachers” are focused on grammar because they 
feel more confident in that area; this is why they tend to claim that knowing the language can be reduced to the 
knowledge of its grammar (Medgyes, 1983, p. 3). “Aggressive teachers” will also tend to avoid using “alternative 
sources to teach pronunciation”, such as tape recorders or radio. Medgyes suggests this is because avoiding 
using authentic pronunciation sources “…allows them conceal their foreign deficiencies such as their accent” 
(Medgyes, 1983, p. 3). These “aggressive teachers” focus on grammar specifically instead of vocabulary as the 
English language has over 400,000 words, which cannot be learned and mastered even by native teachers in 
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its entirety. Furthermore, he states that “non-native” teachers are students of English as much as the students 
they are teaching, and so being both teacher and student simultaneously may create a state of “schizophrenia” 
(Medgyes 1983, pp. 2-6). This crisis of identity could limit the ability to teach as it affects the non-native 
teachers’ level of confidence in English.

However, teaching English is about “knowledge, technique, and practice, skills that must be learnt and persevered 
with to gain success” (Widdowson, 1994, p. 387). This means that all teachers [native and non-native] are 
“made rather than born” and that the language-learning process, structure, usage, and capacity to explain and 
analyse language have to be “learnt” (Philipson, 1992, p. 14). In fact, Lee (2000) takes it further and believes that 
motivation, drive, enthusiasm, knowledge, skills, training, teaching techniques, and personality are the factors 
that make somebody a good teacher (Lee, 2000). 

Thus, non-native teachers should be favoured as teachers of English due to their accomplishment of the stated 
requirements above, i.e. learning the “complex process” of acquiring English as a foreign language, therefore 
gaining an accurate and deep understanding of the cultural requirements of their students. Hence, non-native 
teachers are aware of the differences between the “mother tongue” and “target language”, student difficulties, 
and have a “first-hand” experience of “utilizing” a second or foreign language (Lee, 2000, p. 1). This means 
that non-native teachers represent examples of people who have become successful second language users. 
Therefore, the non-native teacher is “living proof” of someone who has been through the same route as the 
students and has acquired another language successfully. On the contrary, the native teacher can only appreciate 
their experiences and problems “second hand” (Cook, 2005, p. 57). Philipson (1992) adds that the unqualified 
and untrained native teacher may display “ignorance” within the structure of the mother tongue (Philipson, 
1992, p. 14).   Hence, Phillipson (1992) writes that a teacher “is not adequately qualified to teach language 
merely because it is his mother tongue” (p. 15). 

Interestingly, Golebiowska (1985) does not feel that non-native teachers’ experience learning English as a second 
language gives them a significant advantage as language teachers. For Golebiowska (1985), the superior English 
knowledge of the native speaker outweighs any skills that the non-native speaker might be understood to have 
from learning English as a second language. Golebiowska (1985) even goes as far as to note that many English 
teacher training courses provide native teachers with the experience of learning another foreign language (i.e. 
not English) so that they can acquire some of the awareness of what it means to learn another language. In 
contrast, Golebiowska (1985) does not feel that this supplies the native teachers with any very valuable skills. 
Therefore, she almost completely discounts the non-native skills that Philipson (1992) drew our attention to 
above.

However, we can view the non-native teacher from a more positive perspective and understand them as 
serving as a practically “imitable model” for the successful language learner (Medgyes, 1992, p. 346). Non-
native teachers are good role models for foreign students, presenting themselves as successful English speakers, 
and so demonstrating English as a second language as an achievable target (Lee, 2000; Davies, 1991). On 
the contrary, the native speaker teacher who does not know the students’ first language is only a “model of 
something unfamiliar” which students can never achieve. Additionally, the non-native teacher can “speak from 
personal experience” about the challenges of how second language learning has influenced their life. Finally, 
the appreciation of other “cultures and their feeling for language” is an advantage that the monolingual native 
teacher will never acquire and may not appreciate (Cook, 2005, pp. 56-7).

Furthermore, Medgyes (1992) describes non-native teachers as able to teach students general learning strategies 
and anticipate common difficulties more efficiently. In the case of “teachers who share the mother tongue” of 
their learners, they are also able to assist students through the translation of lexis and explanation of complex 
language features in the shared first language. This positive view sees non-native teachers as being able to 
provide an empathetic approach to their learners’ needs and problems. Accordingly, when compared to native 
teachers, the non-native teacher could be “equal in being successful and effective” (Medgyes, 1992, pp. 346-7).

The native teacher is an authentic transmitter of culture (Bećirović & Podojak, 2018) and the dichotomy of the 
terms ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ is evidently problematic and challenging in second language acquisition and 
foreign language education (Cook, 2005; Lurda, 2004; Murti, 2002; Thomas, 1999; Medgyes, 1992). However, 
Murti (2002) challenges the idea that non-native speakers of English will never achieve the equivalent level of 
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proficiency as native speakers of the English language. Murti comments that:

...the non-native instructor can teach people from other cultures how to use somebody else’s 
linguistic code in somebody else’s cultural context and can bring about social change. Such 
productive interaction between two cultural communities, mediated by the non-native teacher, 
sensitizes each of these communities to the other’s potential, revealing the infinitely layered 
nature of diversity (p. 29). 

Additionally, he feels that non-native teachers who have experienced serious cultural prejudices in other social 
situations can help learners view emotionally charged issues from a historical and cultural distance. 

Moreover, non-native teachers as “cultural go-betweens” are mediating in the interests of social change 
by resisting and challenging assumptions and expectations and are aware of the contentious nature of the 
relationship between two or more cultures (Murti, 2002, p. 29). This distinction between language and culture 
enrich non-native teachers as they continue learning throughout their life experiences and challenges through 
their knowledge of where “two cultures and two languages converge and diverge” (Medgyes, 1983, p. 6).

Lurda (2004) moves even further away and states that non-native teachers have the quality of bilingualism. 
For Lurda, this is an inherent advantage. Non-native teachers have the potential for a wider knowledge 
linguistically, obtained by using a broader set of learning strategies. Additionally, non-native teachers are able 
to display expertise relevant for the process of becoming bilingual due to their ability of expressing themselves 
in different languages.  Additionally, it is important to highlight that second language users have “different 
minds from monolinguals” (Cook, 2005, p. 53). Thus, L2 users have “different language abilities” and different 
ways of thinking from a monolingual native speaker. The L2 user may be able to function independently across 
the two languages with a ‘mental’ ability which the “monolingual native speaker cannot emulate” and compete 
with under any circumstances (Cook, 2005, p. 53). 

In spite of the fact that most non-native teachers have sufficient proficiency to accomplish their duties, Lurda 
(2004) admits that the non-native teacher does not show as much understanding and awareness of linguistic 
flexibility as the native speaker does. They tend to adhere rather too rigidly the old, native-speaker dominated, 
linguistic frameworks: in other words, following British or American rules. Native speakers have the advantage 
of adapting more rapidly to new rules and language forms in their mother tongue. This is why they tend to be 
considered the “ideal teachers” (Lurda 2004, p. 319). This is in line with Widdowson (1994) claiming that the 
native teacher “acquires accuracy and unique English” which makes him/her the guardian of “proper English 
and pedagogy” (p. 387). 

However, as the English language became more advanced and highly developed, Widdowson (1994) postulates 
that this new and evolving English language should no longer be just the concern of the native speaker. It is 
the language of technical, scientific, and business communication of a global world. Even so, he still feels that 
it is an honour and very satisfying to be classified as a native speaker of a worldwide language functioning as 
international means of communication (Widdowson, 1994).

Finally, Lurda (2004) notes that the role of the English teacher may be starting to change. English language 
teachers are no longer seen as “ambassadors” of English or British/American culture, but are now ascribed to the 
progress of the English language globally (Lurda, 2004, p. 319). They are now increasingly becoming identified 
as mediators between the students’ source and the targetlanguage and culture (Rizvić & Bećirović, 2017). Whilst 
seeing bilingual skills as a non-native advantage in this global world, Lurda does expresses concern that as the 
number of foreign teachers increases, this may, theoretically, hinder the quality of the English being taught. 
Thus, native teachers may find that they will be required to gain knowledge of the ‘conversions’ that take place 
between ‘local’ British or American English and the international language standards of a global English (Lurda, 
2004). In this sense, native speakers will need to help maintain the quality of English used, but will increasingly 
need to act as mediators between local and international English. Thus, the dominance of British English will 
be lost. Hence, within the global English community, native speakers will increasingly be required to learn the 
conventions of English as an International Language (Lurda, 2004).
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Employment Discrimination

There are only a few studies (Shih & Ying, 2017; Clark & Paran, 2007; Pacek, 2005; Medgyes, 1994/2) that 
have been carried out in the field of discrimination against non-native English teachers both in the UK and 
internationally. The lack of research regarding discrimination in this field is in view of it possibly having “political 
and economic consequences, as well as raising questions about the academic integrity of its institutions [TEFL/
TESOL]” (Clark & Paran, 2007, p. 417). 

Philipson (1992) raises the “native speaker fallacy” issue by describing a native speaker as the “ideal teacher”, 
which may  exclude non-native teachers from EFL teaching positions (Philipson, 1992, p. 185).  

According to Braine (1999), it seems that almost all native institutional administrators are trying to prevent the 
institutions they work for from hiring non-native EFL teachers. It appears to be that ELT is considered as the 
last field of the native speaker, which must be defended under any circumstances (Braine, 1999). Canagarajah 
(1999) shares the same view with Braine (1999) and believes that “the native speaker fallacy protects jobs for 
Centre teachers in their home institutions from the Periphery [non-native]; a protectionist move which also 
monopolises the ESL teaching jobs in the Periphery” (Canagarajah, 1999, p. 82). Canagarajah also claims that 
Periphery institutions advertisements state, “only native speakers needed”, further perpetuating the “native 
speaker fallacy”, and thus native speakers’ dominance is also imposed upon in these Periphery societies 
(Canagarajah, 1999, p. 83). Looking at similar issues, Liu (1999) suggests that the maintenance of the dichotomy 
between native and non-native teachers influences the recruiting process. Consequently, non-native English 
teachers are again seen to be less desirable than their native counterparts (Liu, 1999). 

Thomas (1999) gives an example from a TESOL Convention she attended where the subject of debate was the 
hiring of non-native teachers. She came to the conclusion that prejudiced views state that anyone “who is not 
an NS of English cannot speak the language”; therefore, non-native teachers cannot be hired only because 
“they do not fit in the profile of the native speaker” (Thomas, 1999, p. 7). The emphasis upon not hiring non-
native speakers was based on the notion that L2 students do not wish to be taught by non-native teachers. 
Thomas is suspicious of this reasoning, as she argues that an “inner circle” exists based on the fallacy of a kind 
of English: “the right kind”, which she claims undermines the competencies and proficiency of non-native 
teachers (Thomas, 1999, p. 7).

Clark & Paran (2007) state that non-native teachers may “face discrimination” when seeking employment 
in the UK as employers have a “negative view of a teacher`s non-native status”. They believed that qualified, 
experienced, and legally employable non-native teachers, with the right to work in the UK, may not even be 
asked to interview just from their non-native status. They found that 70% of UK institutions [private language 
schools and universities] consider ‘native speaker status’ to be one of the conditions for recruitment (Clark & 
Paran, 2007, p. 430). 

Braine (1999) argues that “a significant number of native speakers in ELT do not support the employment 
of NNESs to teach English in ESL contexts and no issue is more concerning than that of discrimination in 
employment” (Braine, 1999, p. xvi). Additionally, he argues that “only a few NNSs have succeeded in breaking 
the unwritten rule ‘No non-native speakers need to apply’, as many program administrators have openly stated 
a desire not to recruiteNNSs at professional conferences and job interviews” (Braine, 1999, p. xvi). Moreover, he 
states that the “...most common excuse for this discrimination is that ESL students prefer to be taught by native 
speakers” (Braine 1999: xvi). Pacek (2005) also points out that those students assume that when studying in an 
English-speaking country they will be taught the English language by native teachers (Pacek, 2005). 

Thomas (1999) confirms that non-native teachers face discrimination in employment from their students as 
well. Thomas (1999) states that non-native teachers “often find themselves in situations where they have to 
establish their credibility as teachers of TEFL before they can proceed to be taken seriously as professionals” 
(Thomas, 1999, p. 5). Furthermore, she points out that her students were disappointed when they heard that she 
was going to teach them English, as she was non-native English language teacher  (Thomas, 1999). Therefore, 
she concludes that “we usually learn to value what we see valued and undermine what we see undermined” 
(Thomas, 1999, p.  8). In addition, the employment issues for non-native teachers are only one of the numerous 
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problems they face, as well as that ‘their accents are misunderstood, their qualifications are questioned and that 
they are marginalized in the profession’ (Braine, 1999, p. xiii).

Medgyes (1994/2001) in his book ‘The non-native teacher’ refers to the reported issue of employment 
discrimination in the English Language Teaching Journal, Illes (1991, p. 87). A non-native teacher applied for 
a teaching position in a language school in London. Even though he was a highly qualified and experienced 
teacher, his applications were consistently turned down, and he was not even shortlisted. One of the reasons for 
rejection was the following:

I am afraid we have to insist that all our teachers are native speakers of English. Our students do 
not travel half-way around the world only to be taught by a non-native speaker [however good that 
person’s English may be] (Medgyes, 2001, p. 432; Medgyes, 1994, p. 68). 

A similar situation was encountered by Braine when he applied for a teaching position at the university where 
he was doing his MA degree. He stated that his request for that position was turned down instantly while “some 
native speaking classmates who had no teaching experience were employed” (Braine, 1999, p. 22).

In addition, Medgyes (1994) carried out a similar survey in London and Paris of a group of ‘highly sophisticated 
teachers, teacher trainers, applied linguistics and publishers’ (Medgyes, 1994, p. 67). Most of the respondents 
were native speakers of English from London. He was given 50 responses to questions relating to “what 
participants recruiting preferences would be towards native and non-native teachers if they were the principal 
of a commercial ELT school in Britain”. He found that no one chose the first option, which was “to recruit only 
native teachers even without qualification”, whilst two-thirds of respondents preferred to hire a native teacher 
or non-native teacher with qualifications rather than a native teacher without ELT qualification. Only one-third 
of the respondents claimed that the native or non-native issue would not be a selection criterion. However, he 
concludes that the fact that no one selected the first option was a reflection of people’s public principles. The 
respondents did not want to be seen as discriminatory against non-native teachers, as this would be seen as 
ethically inappropriate at a distinguished professional gathering (Medgyes, 1994, pp. 67-8). He adds that this 
was not the real business hiring practices of ELT schools in London faced with short-term economic decisions to 
make (Medgyes, 1994). In other words, prejudice was much more likely to be risked when money was involved, 
and the activity took on a business setting rather than an academic one. 

Canagarajah (1999) points out that more than 80% of English language teachers internationally are non-native 
speakers of English (Canagarajah, 1999, p. 91). Since many of them are presently enrolled in MA or Ph.D. TEFL 
training programs, and they all have to pay institutions fees, Canagarajah (1999) raises a series of questions such 
as: “For what purpose are these foreign scholars being trained? Have these institutions considered carefully the 
employment prospects for the students they train as teachers?” (Canagarajah, 1999, p. 83).

In order to provide an answer to the previously mentioned questions, Canagarajah (1999) argues that the 
institutions are training the students without considering the reality of the life they face after completing their 
teaching course. This is because the “native speaker fallacy” dominates and still seriously affects their chances 
of gaining employment. Non-native teachers face a future full of uncertainty in which their professional 
qualification is rendered useless in many ways, ironically often by the same institutions that taught the student. 
As a result, these students are at a serious financial disadvantage, and professionally, they are discriminated 
against and disqualified before they even begin to work. Initially, the process is a money-making machine that 
entices students with the promise of a better future, and eventually pushes them aside upon completion of the 
course. This kind of preferential treatment at a professional level stems from the institution’s inherent desire to 
monopolise the English language market for the benefit of native staff (Canagarajah, 1999, pp. 83-4).  

Unfortunately, this discriminatory character of many institutes is further evidenced in the advertisements for 
vacant teaching positions that they post A study by Selvi (2010) analysing the content of advertisements by 
TEFL institutes on a popular recruitment website found that there is a surprisingly high degree of discriminatory 
language used in advertisements (Selvi, 2010). Selvi establishes that this discriminatory approach serves to 
perpetuate the notions of native speakerism, characterized by the belief that native-speaker teachers represent 
a “Western culture” from which spring the ideals both of the English language and of English language teaching 
methodology (Selvi, 2010, p. 172) and this is also critically discussed by Holliday in his 2006 article, “Native-
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speakerism” in ELT Journal 60/4  (Holliday, 2006, p. 385).  An adherence to native-speakerism legitimises the 
inequality and discriminatory nature of the advertisements. It assumes that the non-native is unequal to the 
native and the native is the owner and rightful teacher of English (Widdowson, 1994). This is constructed 
for the preservation of a privileged in-group: the natives (Kramsch, 1997, p. 363).  Selvi (2010) found that in 
91.2% of 439 job advertisements, nativeness was a criterion which discriminated against the non-native (Selvi, 
2010). Additionally, many of the advertisements discriminated against other variants of English, favouring 
American English in particular. Furthermore, in terms of educational attainment, the study found a preference 
for qualifications from either American universities or Anglophone countries (Selvi, 2010). Selvi concludes 
that this is a multifaceted phenomenon that discriminates “on the basis of nativeness as well as the variety of 
English spoken, location of academic degrees attained, and location of residence or citizenship” (Selvi, 2010, p. 
173).  Selvi’s findings further support the idea that the “native speaker fallacy” raised as an issue by Philipson 
(Philipson, 1992, p. 185) is still strongly influencing employment decisions within TEFL and that the negative 
ideas embodied in versions of native-speakerism have not yet been relegated to the past, although Holliday 
drew attention to the need to review these ideas in 2006 (Holliday, 2006, p. 385).

Conclusion

In conclusion, we can infer that the non-native speaker is able to achieve all the assumed inherent characteristics 
that native speakers possess, except for the attribute of acquiring the target language in early childhood. 
Therefore, it is at least theoretically possible that very competent non-native teachers can deal with English in 
every way a native speaker can, with the exception of not being able to claim English as their first language. This 
idea of being ‘born into’ English is often used as a justifying basis for privileging the native-speaking teacher 
above the non-native teacher, without any further specific grounds for the distinction between the two. As a 
result, a two-tier categorisation is produced, with ‘native’ being associated with ‘best’ and ‘non-native’ with 
‘second best’. Yet there are no firm objective grounds for this distinction. No one would wish to choose to be 
considered as ‘second best’ (Kachur & Nelson, 1996, p. 79). Therefore, the terminology produced disadvantages 
for the L2 teacher from the outset.

In light of this problem, many scholars have suggested more simplified and rational terms to replace the use 
of the native/non-native terminology. Furthermore, it is beneficial for both categories to be regarded as having 
forms of English expertise. We should also acknowledge that the English language has come to represent 
economic progress and political neutrality for the generations following WWII; thus, there is now no room for 
linguistic chauvinism. Therefore, it would be better to understand that both types of teachers can be equally 
successful and useful in teaching the English language. 

However, despite the effort of some individuals in trying to balance out the relationship between native and 
non-native teachers, it is possible to conclude that discrimination in the employment of non-native teachers 
is still significantly present within both the UK and the international EFL teaching community. It seems that 
the notions of the native speaker fallacy, ownership, and native speakerism have contributed to the propaganda 
aimed at preventing non-native teachers’ equality with native teachers. Thus, despite the numerous advantages 
of non-native teachers, it seems that ‘foreign teachers’ are still considered far from the concept of ‘ideal teachers’ 
of English (i.e. native teacher).  

Finally, it is difficult to make predictions for the development of non-native teachers’ career trajectories in 
the UK. The challenges that non-native teachers currently face are difficult to overcome as so many complex 
sociolinguistic and cultural factors play an important role in defining the non-native teachers’ ability to teach 
the language in general. However, this is certainly the right time, not only for the UK but for the whole world, 
to add ‘linguistic discrimination’ to the list of unacceptable discriminatory policies that need to be legislated 
against, particularly in relation to employment law. All bilingual speakers would agree with the fact that 
learning a language is not an easy process and that complete mastery of a second language is difficult to achieve. 
Competent non-native teachers have gone a long way down the road to mastering a very useful and valuable 
skill. Therefore, they should be recognised as skilled instructors with serious contributions to make to EFL 
teaching. 
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It is time for the UK government to get involved and start defending non-native teachers against the intolerance 
and favouritism that they have encountered within British educational institutions, which can still be perpetuated 
though the attitudes of administrators and finds its worst expression in discriminatory job advertisements. The 
implementation of laws designed to act against ‘linguistic origin discrimination’ would hopefully bring non-
native teachers career status in the UK and across the globe to the realistic and rational stage where they have 
to be treated equally to their native colleagues.
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