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Abstract: This article examines the debate between native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) and non-native 

English-speaking teachers (NNESTs) in ESL education. It discusses the advantages and challenges of both 

groups, including authentic pronunciation and cultural knowledge provided by native teachers, as well as the 

empathy, grammatical awareness, and learning experience offered by non-native teachers. The study also 

explores stereotypes, native-speakerism, and discrimination in hiring practices. Furthermore, it highlights 

research showing that teaching effectiveness depends more on pedagogical knowledge, communication skills, 

and professionalism than on linguistic background. The article concludes that both native and non-native 

teachers contribute valuable strengths to language education, and teaching quality should be prioritized over 

nativeness in modern ESL classrooms. 
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1. Introduction 

English has become the dominant international language used in education, business, technology, 

and global communication. As a result, the demand for qualified English as a Second Language (ESL) 

teachers has increased significantly worldwide [1]. One of the most debated issues in ESL education 

is whether native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) or non-native English-speaking teachers 

(NNESTs) are more effective in the classroom. Many educational institutions tend to prefer native 

speakers because they are believed to provide authentic pronunciation, natural communication skills, 

and cultural knowledge of English-speaking countries [2]. However, this assumption has been 

increasingly challenged by researchers and educators. Non-native English teachers often possess a 

deeper understanding of the learning process because they have experienced the difficulties of 

acquiring English themselves. They may also explain grammar more clearly and empathize better 

with students’ struggles. According to David Crystal, English is no longer owned exclusively by 

native speakers but has become a global language used by millions of multilingual speakers 

worldwide. Furthermore, studies suggest that teaching effectiveness depends more on pedagogical 

skills, classroom management, and communication abilities than on a teacher’s native language 

background (Medgyes). Therefore, although native English teachers may offer linguistic authenticity 

and cultural exposure, non-native English teachers provide valuable educational advantages; 

consequently, teaching ability should be valued more highly than nativeness in ESL education [3]. 

A native English-speaking teacher (NEST) is traditionally defined as a person who acquired 

English as their first language during childhood and uses it naturally in everyday communication. In 

contrast, a non-native English-speaking teacher (NNEST) is someone who learned English as an 

additional language later in life but has achieved a high level of proficiency and linguistic competence. 

However, globalization and the worldwide spread of English have made these definitions increasingly 
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complex. Today, English is used as an international language by millions of bilingual and multilingual 

speakers in professional, academic, and social contexts. According to Braj Kachru, English has 

developed into multiple “World Englishes,” reflecting diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

rather than belonging only to native speakers (Kachru, 1992). Many fluent non-native speakers 

successfully work as teachers, researchers, and business professionals using English daily. Moreover, 

language acquisition research shows that effective communication depends not only on native-like 

pronunciation but also on fluency, grammatical accuracy, and intercultural understanding. Therefore, 

the distinction between native and non-native English teachers has become less rigid in modern ESL 

education [4-6]. 

 

2. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research design based on a systematic review and critical analysis 

of existing scholarly literature on native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) and non-native English-

speaking teachers (NNESTs) in ESL education. The research focuses on identifying, comparing, and 

interpreting key arguments related to their pedagogical roles, advantages, challenges, and overall 

teaching effectiveness. 

The data for this study were collected from academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and 

established theoretical frameworks such as native-speakerism and World Englishes. These sources 

were selected due to their relevance and reliability in the field of applied linguistics and English 

language teaching. A comparative analytical approach was used to examine similarities and 

differences between NESTs and NNESTs in terms of classroom practices, linguistic competence, 

pedagogical skills, and learner interaction. Particular attention was given to studies discussing teacher 

effectiveness, student preferences, and professional challenges faced by both groups. 

The collected information was analyzed through thematic categorization, allowing the researcher 

to group findings into key themes such as pronunciation and fluency, grammatical awareness, cultural 

knowledge, empathy, and teaching methodology. This approach enabled a structured interpretation 

of the existing literature and supported a balanced evaluation of both teacher types in ESL contexts. 

 

3. Results 

Native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) are often valued in ESL education because they 

provide authentic pronunciation, natural speech patterns, and direct exposure to real-life English 

communication. Since English is their first language, native teachers can introduce students to idioms, 

slang expressions, and conversational styles commonly used in everyday interactions. In addition, 

they often possess deep cultural knowledge of English-speaking countries, which helps learners 

understand cultural references, humor, and social norms associated with the language [7]. These 

advantages may improve students’ listening comprehension and increase their confidence when 

communicating with foreigners in international settings. According to David Crystal, exposure to 

authentic language use is an important component of successful language acquisition (Crystal). 

However, some researchers argue that native speakers may rely too heavily on intuition when teaching 

grammar and may struggle to explain complex language rules systematically. Because they acquired 

English naturally during childhood, they may not fully understand the difficulties faced by second-

language learners. Therefore, although native English teachers offer valuable linguistic and cultural 

authenticity, effective teaching still requires strong pedagogical skills and grammatical awareness [8]. 

Non- Ultimately, teaching effectiveness (NNESTs) possess several important advantages in ESL 

education because they have personally experienced the process of learning English as a second 

language. This experience allows them to better understand students’ learning difficulties, including 

problems with grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, and communication anxiety. Unlike many native 
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speakers, NNESTs can often explain grammatical rules more systematically because they learned the 

language through formal study rather than natural acquisition. In many classrooms, they also share 

the same first language and cultural background as their students, which can make explanations 

clearer and reduce misunderstandings. Furthermore, NNESTs frequently serve as motivational role 

models because students see them as successful examples of second-language achievement [9]. 

According to George Braine, non-native teachers contribute valuable insights into language learning 

strategies and learner psychology (Braine). They may also provide practical examination techniques 

and study methods based on their own academic experiences. Most importantly, empathy and shared 

experience often create stronger classroom communication and emotional support for learners. 

Therefore, NNESTs offer unique pedagogical strengths that are highly valuable in modern ESL 

education [10]. 

Both native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) and non-native English-speaking teachers 

(NNESTs) face different challenges in ESL education despite their valuable contributions to language 

learning. Native teachers are often praised for their fluency and authentic communication skills; 

however, some may lack formal pedagogical training or sufficient knowledge of language teaching 

methodology. Because they acquired English naturally, they may also struggle to understand the 

specific difficulties learners experience when studying grammar, pronunciation, or vocabulary. As a 

result, some native teachers rely heavily on conversation-based teaching without providing clear 

grammatical explanations. On the other hand, non-native teachers frequently face accent 

discrimination and unfair assumptions about their language competence, even when they possess high 

levels of proficiency and professional qualifications. According to George Braine, many NNESTs 

experience lower professional confidence due to negative stereotypes in the ESL industry (Braine). 

In addition, international schools and private language institutions often show hiring bias by 

preferring native speakers over qualified non-native teachers. This discrimination reflects the 

ideology of “native-speakerism,” which unfairly associates teaching quality with nationality rather 

than professional ability [11]. Therefore, both groups encounter unique obstacles, and educational 

institutions should focus more on qualifications and teaching effectiveness than linguistic background 

alone. 

Many students in ESL programs prefer native English-speaking teachers because they believe 

native speakers provide more accurate pronunciation, authentic communication styles, and stronger 

cultural knowledge. These preferences are often influenced by media representations, social prestige 

associated with Western accents, and the widespread assumption that native speakers are naturally 

better teachers. This belief is closely connected to the concept of “native-speakerism,” defined by 

Adrian Holliday as the ideology that idealizes native English speakers while undervaluing qualified 

non-native teachers (Holliday). However, such preferences are not always based on actual teaching 

quality or educational effectiveness. Research comparing native and non-native English teachers has 

found no clear evidence that native speakers are inherently more successful in the classroom. Instead, 

studies show that factors such as teacher preparation, classroom management, lesson planning, 

communication skills, and student engagement play a more important role in language learning 

outcomes [12]. According to George Braine, well-trained non-native teachers often perform equally 

effectively because they understand learner difficulties and can apply appropriate teaching strategies 

(Braine). Furthermore, many students develop positive attitudes toward non-native teachers after 

experiencing supportive and well-structured lessons. Therefore, stereotypes about native speakers 

should be reconsidered, and teaching competence should be evaluated according to professional skills 

rather than linguistic background alone. 

Effective ESL teaching depends far more on professional teaching skills than on whether a 

teacher is a native or non-native speaker of English. A successful language teacher requires strong 
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pedagogical knowledge, clear communication skills, empathy toward learners, adaptability in diverse 

classroom situations, and a high level of professionalism. These qualities help teachers create 

supportive learning environments and respond effectively to students’ academic and emotional needs. 

While native English-speaking teachers may contribute authentic pronunciation and cultural 

exposure, non-native English-speaking teachers often provide valuable insights into language-

learning strategies and learner difficulties. According to George Braine, teaching effectiveness is 

closely connected to preparation, methodology, and classroom interaction rather than linguistic 

background alone (Braine). For this reason, many scholars argue that the ideal ESL system should 

combine the strengths of both groups. Schools can create balanced teaching teams in which native 

and non-native teachers cooperate to provide students with both authentic communication practice 

and structured language instruction [13].  

 

4. Discussion 

Ultimately, teaching effectiveness should not be judged according to nationality, accent, or first 

language [14]. Both native and non-native teachers offer unique advantages that contribute to 

successful language education. Therefore, educational institutions should focus primarily on 

qualifications, experience, and teaching ability when hiring educators. In modern ESL education, the 

quality of teaching matters far more than the birthplace of the teacher [15]. 

 

5. Conclusion  

In conclusion, the study shows that both native English-speaking teachers and non-native 

English-speaking teachers play an important role in ESL education. Their strengths are different but 

complementary. 

Native teachers contribute authentic pronunciation, cultural exposure, and natural language use, 

while non-native teachers provide clearer explanations, empathy, and effective learning strategies 

based on personal experience. 

The analysis confirms that teaching effectiveness is not determined by nativeness but by 

pedagogical skills, professionalism, and classroom management abilities. 

Therefore, ESL institutions should avoid bias based on nationality and instead prioritize 

qualifications, experience, and teaching competence when hiring teachers. A balanced combination 

of both teacher types is the most effective approach for modern language education.  
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