
Abstract

The purpose of this study was to identify U.S. undergraduate pre-service elemen-
tary and early childhood teachers’ perceptions of their non-native English speaking
(NNES) content area instructor. The question for this study was: In what ways do
pre-service teachers’ perception of their NNES literacy course instructor change
after a semester-long course? Twenty-three pre-service teachers answered a be-
fore-course and an after-course questionnaire about their perceptions of having a
NNES instructor. Both quantitative and qualitative data was collected and ana-
lyzed. Findings suggest that pre-service teachers were concerned with the idea of
a possible language barrier, but once this became a non-issue, pre-service teachers
appreciated the instructor’s experience as a language learner. 

Keywords: U.S. pre-service teachers, teacher education, native English
speaker (NES), non-native English speaker (NNES), teacher perception

Introduction

Ann is a pre-service teacher in an early childhood teacher education program
at a U.S. southern university. She is 20 years old, Caucasian, with no teaching ex-
perience, some experience with a non-native English speaking (NNES) instructor,
and some experience working with a Spanish-speaking student in a preschool
classroom. Ann is in her junior year and she is in her first semester of her teacher
education program. During this semester, Ann has an NNES instructor as her lit-
eracy course professor.

Throughout this paper, I will use the terms of native speaker (NS) and non-
native speaker (NNS) as defined by Boecher (2005): “a person is a native speaker
of the L1 [first language, one’s native language] he or she grew up with.” (p. 68);
“Nonnative speakers, in contrast, are generally conceived as speakers of a language
that is not their L1” (p. 68). With regard to teaching English specifically, I will use
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NES and NNES (native and non-native English speaking, respectively).  Authors
in the field also use NEST and NNEST as acronyms for the noun phrases native
and non-native English speaking teacher, respectively.

A Review of Recent Research

Most of the research in the field of NNS instructors is centered on language
teachers, specifically their teaching and their student perceptions, rather than on
content area teachers. (A language teacher is defined as a teacher who is teaching
language to second language learners and a content area teacher is a teacher who
teaches content, such as a literature, history, or mathematics.) The difference be-
tween a language teacher and a content area teacher is the objectives they have: a
language teacher focuses on language learning and proficiency, while a content
area teacher focuses on content knowledge and skills. A NNS language teacher
has the advantages of knowing the process and the challenges of language learning
and being familiar what it means and feels like to be a language learner. A NNS
language teacher is thus more sympathetic to his/her students, which is not a re-
quired skill for NNS content area teachers.  In certain contexts, a NNS also may
be a native speaker of the learners’ L1, which can bring additional insights.

Because of their language learning experience, NNS instructors are often bet-
ter suited than their monolingual NS counterparts to teach second or foreign lan-
guages, and often better equipped with knowledge and expertise about language
learning, v due to their own experience as language learners (Llurda, 2004).  NNS
are “better learner models” (Medgyes, 2001, p. 436), but being a good learner
model is not enough to be a good teacher.  Regarding the teaching of English as a
second language specifically, Medgyes wrote “Non-NESTs [non-native English
speaking teachers] have amassed a wealth of knowledge about the English lan-
guage during their own learning process” (2001, p. 437). In terms of differences
between NES and NNES language instructors, the literature identified several as-
pects. NNESTs have a less extensive vocabulary than NESTs; tend to rely on text-
book English rather than everyday English (Arva, 2000); often have more
extensive knowledge about grammar and grammar rules than their monolingual
NEST counterparts (Arva, 2000; Bernat, 2008); understand and have experience
with the process of learning a language (Bernat, 2008; Ling & Braine, 2007;
Maum, 2002); and have strong instructional skills (Florence Ma, 2012). On the
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other hand, of course, NESTs have better English language competence than
NNESTs (Medgyes, 2001; Florence Ma, 2012).

It is interesting that NNESTs were viewed from a ‘deficit model’ perspective
(Bernat, 2008, p. 1) in which their language proficiency levels were considered
less valuable than a NEST (Bernat, 2008); however, lately, NNES teachers’ second
language experience has been identified as a strength to language teaching (Bernat,
2008; Nemtchinova, 2005) and their cultural background as an asset for the content
areas classrooms such as literature courses (Seloni, 2012). In addition, more re-
cently, the goal of second language learning has changed from the native-like lan-
guage proficiency ideal, to a model that takes into consideration the bilingualism
of the speakers and their abilities (Valdez, Kibler, & Walqui, 2014).

Research on students’ perceptions of their NNES teachers is a new area in
need of more studies; there are fewer studies on students’ perceptions of their
NNES teachers than the number of studies on NNES teachers’ self-perceptions
(Braine, 2010). Not a lot of research has been conducted on students’ perceptions
of their NNES instructors (Moussu, 2010) and most research was conducted using
self-reported data (Moussu & Llurda, 2008). For example, undergraduate business
students thought their NNES instructors had good rapport with the class and had
good content knowledge; however concerns about their teaching were raised: stu-
dents felt their NNES instructors were not teaching as effectively as a NES in-
structor (Neves & Sanyal, 1991). Undergraduate students in English as a foreign
language (EFL) contexts seem to prefer NES instructors as their English teachers
(Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2002) and previous experience with a NES instructor does
not seem to influence students’ preferences for a NES or NNES instructor
(Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2002) .

Little research was conducted on NNES content area teachers at the university
level (Liu & Jernigan, 2012) and this is where this study makes a contribution.
This study looks at the perceptions of students (self-reported data), specifically
undergraduate pre-service teachers, of their NNES content area instructor. 

Conceptual Framework

This study draws upon the idea of guided participation and apprenticeship as
described by Rogoff (1990).  Children develop their cognitive, social, and cultural
skills in a social context, surrounded and guided by adults who train them. The
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apprenticeship Rogoff talked about refers to children’s learning.  For this study,
the idea of apprenticeship and guided learning was extended to college students,
specifically undergraduate pre-service teachers who were guided in their learning
by their instructor, who had K-12 teaching experience. The course instructor acted
like a mentor by providing pre-service teachers with various in-class activities that
prepared them for their future classrooms.  More specifically, the instructor of the
course, an NNES herself, modeled and shared her experience as an NNES and as
a teacher of English language learners (ELLs). Even though the instructor of the
course was a content area teacher who taught content rather than language, her ex-
perience as a language teacher and language learner was shared during the course
as part of the course content. 

Purposes of the Study

The primary objective of this study was to identify undergraduate pre-service
elementary and early childhood teachers’ perception of their NNES literacy course
instructor. The question for this study was: In what ways do pre-service teachers’
perception of their NNES literacy course instructor change after one semester?
The answer to this question might bring insight into how pre-service teachers iden-
tify, if at all, the qualities an NNES instructor brings to class, such as their language
learning experience. As a secondary objective, this study was a self-study of the
instructor. The question was: What qualities and actions of their NNES instructor,
if any, did pre-service teachers identify as useful and relevant to their future ca-
reers?  The answer to this question will allow the instructor to identify what she
could highlight and share about her experience as an NNES and as a teacher of
ELLs in future iterations of the course. 

Method

Participants

The context of the study was a semester-long required literacy course on de-
veloping first and second language literacy required for pre-service teachers in
early childhood and elementary undergraduate programs at a small comprehensive
university in the Southern region of the United States. The course met face-to-face
mostly three times a week for 15 weeks, with some online asynchronous class ses-
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sions. All pre-service teachers in two sections of the same literacy course, one sec-
tion taught to early childhood and one to elementary pre-service teachers, were in-
vited to be part of the study. The participants who volunteered were 23 pre-service
teachers (see Table 1 for demographic information). The literacy course is offered
to pre-service early childhood and elementary teachers in the first semester of the
professional teacher education program. Before entering the professional teacher
education program, education majors take two years of general education and con-
tent courses. At the time of the study, all but one of the participants was between
the ages of 19 and 29.

Table 1: Participants’ demographic information

At the time of the study, the instructor of the course (the author of this study)
was a first year assistant professor with previous higher education teaching expe-
rience. The instructor is an NNES who taught the same literacy course in a previous
semester at the same university. In addition to the higher education teaching expe-
rience, the instructor had worked as an English as a second language (ESL) teacher
in U.S. K-12 public schools and as an EFL teacher overseas.  In the context of the
rising number of ELLs in US public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2014)
where these pre-service teachers will work after graduation, the instructor of this
literacy course focused not only on first and second language literacy development,
but also on strategies of how to address ELL issues in the classroom. 

Procedures

Participants in both sections of the course completed a before-course and an
after-course questionnaire (see Appendix A). The instructor did not examine the
data and the consent forms until semester grades were submitted. The before-
course questionnaire included 11 questions in total, six multiple-choice and five
open-ended. The questions asked about demographic information, education pro-

Education Major
Early childhood 10

Elementary 13

Race/Ethnicity
Caucasian 22

Mixed 1

Gender
Female 20
Male 3
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gram (early childhood or elementary), previous teaching experience, experience
with NNES instructors, and perceived advantages and disadvantages of having an
NNES instructor. The after-course questionnaire included three open-ended ques-
tions which asked about students’ perceptions of having had a NNES as their
course instructor. Thus the collected data for this study was both qualitative and
quantitative.  

The quantitative data is presented and organized using descriptive statistics.
The qualitative data was organized and analyzed to identify common themes using
an inductive process (Creswell, 2012).  First, all qualitative data was organized in
chronological order: before and after and was read and re-read several times to
identify common themes. Then the data was analyzed to identify themes, patterns,
and representative quotes for the findings. 

Results

The pre-service teachers from this study did not seem to have changed their
perception of having an NNES instructor dramatically. Both before and after the
course, the pre-service teachers mentioned that not understanding what their in-
structor said would be a disadvantage, which was not the case with their instructor
(the author). The reason there does not seem to be a drastic change in perception
might be that 16 out of 23 pre-service teachers had an NNES instructor before this
course, and 16 out of 23 had worked or collaborated with a NNES before.

After the course, most pre-service teachers felt it was advantageous having
had an NNES instructor because of the instructor’s experience as a second lan-
guage learner, which might be similar to the ELLs’ language learning experience
pre-service teachers might have in their own classrooms. NNES language teachers’
experience as a language learner has been identified in the literature as a strength
in the ESL classroom (e.g., Nemtchinova, 2005).  

Before Course Data

Advantages of an NNES instructor. The before-course questionnaire qual-
itative data identifies two main advantages of an NNES instructor: 1) being from
a different culture and 2) having second language learning experience to share (see
Table 2). 
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Table 2: Before class, advantages of an NNEST instructor

Disadvantages of an NNES instructor. In terms of disadvantages, the pre-
service teachers identified language issues, more specifically problems with un-
derstanding what the instructor says because of the foreign accent. The word
“understand” or “understanding” came up 12 times out of the 23 responses
recorded, which might suggest that good communication and “understanding” is
crucial for pre-service teachers when it comes to NNES instructors. Similar in
meaning to “understand” or “understanding”, one of the students used “compre-
hend” and two mentioned “accent”. Three other participants referred to the idea
of “language barrier”.  See Table 3 for some examples of the disadvantages men-
tioned. 

Table 3. Disadvantages of having an NNEST instructor in the before-course ques-
tionnaire

Three of the pre-service teachers (Sarah, Samantha, and Alice) did not identify
any disadvantages of having a NNES as their instructor and these expectations
might be due to their previous experience with NNESs. Surprisingly enough, Alice
responded she had had no NNES instructors before, unlike Sarah and Samantha,
yet she did not expect any disadvantages. 

Being from a different
culture

Having second language learning experi-
ence to share

“Learning another cul-
ture can help me in the
future”. (Emma)

“… she understands what people go
through when learning a new language
and can teach us how to teach others in
that aspect”. (Alice)

“They have a different
background, different
view”. (Ann)

“You are interacting with a different cul-
ture and learning about it”. (Ava)

“May not understand me completely”. (Lisa, early childhood)

“Maybe a language barrier if they don’t speak English well.” (Susan,
early childhood)

“Sometimes it is hard to comprehend.” (Isabella, elementary)

“Some trouble understanding/comprehending”. (Madison, elementary)
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After Course Data

Advantages of the NNES instructor. The pre-service teachers’ comments
about the advantages the instructor fell under two categories: 1) the instructor’s
second language learning experience and knowledge that was shared in class and
2) listening to a foreign accent. These two advantages are placed in the context of
growing ELLs in the US classrooms (U.S. Department of Education, 2014), class-
rooms where these pre-service teachers will be working once they graduate. (See
Table 4).

Table 4. Advantages of having an NNEST instructor in the after-course question-
naire

Disadvantages of the NNES instructor. After the course, a larger number of
the participants (21 out of the 23) felt there were no disadvantages of having had
a NNES as their instructor for the class. (Some participants offered additional com-
ments related to minor issues.) For example, William noted: “I did not see any dis-
advantages at all. It would be different if you did not speak good English, but you
do speak it very well.” Emily said: “None. There were minor mishaps with speak-
ing and spelling but we understood what she was getting across.”

Instructor’s second language learn-
ing experience and knowledge that
was shared in class

Listening to a foreign accent

“I think having a non-native English
speaker as a professor was to our ad-
vantage. Dr. S. showed us both sides
of a student’s experience because she
knows first-hand. I feel Dr. S. under-
stands what a non-native speaker
feels and thinks like therefore she
could help us understand our ELL stu-
dents better”. (Mary, early childhood)

”I think one of the advantages was
getting used to focusing on a differ-
ent accent. … Another advantage is
she knows first-hand the experi-
ences of learning and becoming
used to a second language”. (Lisa,
early childhood)

[this course on] literacy is based in
ELL learners and literacy. Having a
non-native English speaker as a pro-
fessor was helpful because she had
experience with learning English as a
2nd language. It was helpful because
the professor was able to relate with
the ELL learning experience. (Chris-
ten, early childhood)

I think it made the class much more
interesting. It was still a normal
class, but the fact she had an accent
made it more interesting to listen.
(Emma, elementary)
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It is possible that some participants provided answers that they thought were
expected of them.  For example, although Olivia’s response on the after-course
questionnaire reads: “I never felt a non-native English speaker had any disadvan-
tages,” on her before-course questionnaire she noted under disadvantages to having
an NNES instructor: “Hard to understand.”

Two out of the 23 pre-service teachers identified minor disadvantages of hav-
ing a NNES as their instructor: “I do not think there were any disadvantages.
Maybe in the beginning it was hard to understand the accent, but soon got used to
it.” (Lisa).  Another participant (Sofie) wrote: “I did not notice any major disad-
vantages. Only she sometimes got a little confused when she did not fully under-
stand what we were talking about. However, she was not scared to ask us questions
and I loved that.” Both of these participants mentioned comprehension as being a
minor disadvantage that was definitely overcome throughout the semester.   

Conclusions and Implications

The implications and conclusions for this study will be discussed in the light
of the two objectives. The primary objective of the study was to identify the change
in pre-service teachers’ perceptions of their NNES instructor before and after the
course.  Pre-service teachers in this study valued their NNES instructor’s experi-
ence as a second language learner as it related to ELLs, who pre-service teachers
thought they might have in their own classrooms. By hearing their instructor’s ex-
perience as a second language learner, the pre-service teachers from this study had
the opportunity to know how ELLs in public schools might feel or how ELLs might
struggle with learning English. The idea of “intelligibility” seems to be central to
the participants’ thoughts and expectations about their NNES instructor. Once they
noticed there was no real language barrier and that they “understood” the instructor,
they could focus on other aspects and qualities their instructor had, such as her
second language experience and diverse culture.

Using Rogoff’s (1990) terms, by sharing her experience as a language learner,
the instructor of this literacy course acted as a mentor to the pre-service teachers
who were apprentices in the teaching profession by helping them think about ELLs’
language learning process. 

The participants in this study did not seem to perceive their NNES instructor
from a “deficit model” perspective (Bernat, 2008, p. 1) once the issue of intelligi-
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bility was taken care of, and perceived her second language experience and accent
as preparation for their future teaching profession.  This suggests that if commu-
nication with a NNES instructor is not an issue, college students are able to value
what NNES instructors bring to the class. Interestingly, there was a comment that
one of the participants made, which mentioned the idea of getting used to one’s
accent and way of speaking: “Maybe in the beginning it was hard to understand
the accent, but I soon got used to it” (Lisa).  This might suggest that pre-service
teachers could benefit from getting used to accents and various ways of speaking
English so they can be more comfortable with the ELLs in their classroom. In ad-
dition, the participants were able to specifically identify the advantages of having
a NNES instructor who could share with them her experience as a language learner. 

In terms of the secondary objective of the study (i.e., what NNES teacher qual-
ities and actions, if any, were identified as relevant to pre-service teachers) the in-
structor learned that sharing her experience as a language learner was perceived
as relevant and useful.

Before offering a concluding note, it should be mentioned here that there are
limitations in the nature of the data of this study. The findings are based on self-
reported data. Although the participants were assured that their answers would not
affect their grade or their relationship with the instructor and that the data organi-
zation and analysis would be done after grades were submitted, it is still possible
the participants answered with what they thought the instructor wanted to hear.
Therefore, these findings could not be generalized to a larger population of pre-
service teachers. In addition, the small number of participants warrants against a
strong generalization of the findings. 

As noted earlier, most of the research on NNES teachers focuses on language
teachers rather than content teachers, thus the need for more studies which look at
NNES instructors in content courses such as in colleges of education, business, or
science. Larger numbers of students and various courses need to be studied to iden-
tify which experiences and qualities, if any, students perceive as relevant to their
future profession. In the case of colleges of education, having NNES instructors
makes a clear connection to the experiences that pre-service teachers will have in
their classrooms, while for other professions the connections might not be as direct.
However, in the context of an increased language diversity in the United States,
one might suspect that having an NNES instructor could only be advantageous. 

Andrei – Perceptions of a NNEST 27



References

Arva, V., & Medgyes, P. (2000). Native and non-native teachers in the classroom.
System, 28, 355-372. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0346-251X(00)00017-8

Bernat, E. (2008). Towards a pedagogy of empowerment: The case of ‘impostor
syndrome’ among pre-service non-native speaker teachers in TESOL. ELTED,
11, 1-8.

Boecher, Y. (2005). Native and nonnative English-speaking teacher distinctions:
From dichotomy to collaboration.  The CATESOL Journal, 17, 67-75.

Braine, G. (2010). Nonnative speaker English teachers: Research, pedagogy, and
professional growth (ESL & Applied Linguistics Professional Series). New
York, NY: Routledge.

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evalu-
ating quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson
Education, Inc. 

Florence Ma, P. F. (2012). Strengths and weaknesses of NESTs and NNESTs: Per-
ceptions of NNESTs in Hong Kong. Linguistics and Education, 23, 1-15.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2011.09.005

Lasagabaster, D., & Sierra, J. M. (2002). Research note. University students’ per-
ceptions of native and non-native speaker teachers of English. Language
Awareness, 11(2), 132-142. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09658410208667051

Liu, Y., & Jernigan, J. (2012). Cultural adaptation of NNES (Non-native English
Speaking) college faculty: A cross-disciplinary study. US-China Education
Review, 5, 504-516.

Llurda, E. (2004).  Non-native-speaker teachers and English as an International
Language.  International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 14(3), 314-323.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1473-4192.2004.00068.x

Ling, C. Y., & Braine, G. (2007). The attitudes of university students towards non-
native speakers English teachers in Hong Kong. RELC Journal, 38(3), 257-
277. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0033688207085847

Maum, R. (2002). Nonnative-English-speaking teachers in the English teaching
profession. ERIC Digest.  Retrieved from
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED470982.pdf

Medgyes, P. (2001). When the teacher is a non-native speaker. In M. Celce-Murcia
(Ed.), Teaching English as a second or foreign language (pp. 429-442).
Boston, MA: Heinle & Heinle.

28 TESL Reporter



Moussu, L., & Llurda, E. (2008). Non-native English-speaking English language
teachers: History and research. Language Teaching, 41, 315–348.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261444808005028

Nemtchinova, K. (2005). Host teachers’ evaluations of non-native English
speaking teacher trainees. TESOL Quarterly 39, 235-263.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3588310

Neves, J. S., & Sanyal, R. N. (1991). Classroom communication and teaching ef-
fectiveness: The foreign-born instructor. Journal of Education for Business,
66 (5), 304-309. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08832323.1991.10117490

Rogoff, B. (1990). Apprenticeship in thinking: Cognitive development in social
context. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
(2014). The Condition of education 2014 (NCES 2014-083).

Valdés, G., Kibler, A., & Walqui, A. (2014). Changes in the expertise of ESL pro-
fessionals: Knowledge and action in an era of new standards. Alexandria,
VA: TESOL International Association. 

About the Author

Elena Andrei is an assistant professor of literacy with emphasis on English for
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL). Her previous work experiences include
serving as an English as a foreign language teacher in her native Romania and as
an ESOL teacher in North Carolina. Dr. Andrei teaches both literacy and ESOL
certification classes. Her research interests are second language literacy, teacher
education, and non-native English speaking teachers.

Appendix A

Non-native English Speaking Teacher (NNEST) Questionnaire

Before Class Questionnaire:
1. Have you had a non-native English speaker as you professor or teacher be-

fore?
a. Yes
b. No

If yes, please give details. 
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2. How do you expect having a non-native English speaker as your professor to
be? 

3. Do you have friends or family who are non-native English speakers? 
a. Yes
b. No

If yes, please give details. 
4. Have you worked, collaborated, or interacted with non-native English speak-

ers before? 
a. Yes
b. No

If yes, please give details. 
5. What do you think are the advantages of having a non-native English speaker

as your professor? 
6. What do you think are the disadvantages of having a non-native English

speaker as your professor? 
7. How many years of teaching experience do you have?
8. How old are you?
9. How do you identify yourself?

a) African-American
b) White
c) Hispanic (Latino)
d) Asian
e) Mixed

10. Gender:
a) Female
b) Male

11. Do you already have a teaching licensure? 
a) Yes
b) No

If yes, please mention the content area. 

After Class Questionnaire:
1. What do you think were the advantages of having a non-native English

speaker as your professor this semester? 
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2. What do you think were the disadvantages of having a non-native English
speaker as your professor this semester? 

3. After taking a class from a non-native English speaker professor, what
would you tell a friend who did not take a class from a non-native English
speaker?
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