On the Native English Speaker “Ideal”

Owing to globalization, the number of English learners around the world has dramatically increased over the last decades (Crystal, 2003; Kirkpatrick, 2010). With English as a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL) learners taking a large proportion of English speakers, people began to make a division between the native and non-native English speakers, which were found by many scholars to be very elusive concepts to define (Shin, 2008). On the basis of such division, the native English speaker “ideal” prevailed, especially in the ESL/EFL field, where native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) enjoy privilege over non-native English-speaking teachers (NNESTs). To explore the problem of setting native English speakers as “ideal”, the essay first presents different perspectives to distinguish native English speakers (NESs) from non-native English speakers (NNESs), discusses the controversy over the NES-NNES dichotomy and the native English speaker “ideal”, and then tries to put forward some implications with regards to English teaching and learning in ESL/EFL contexts.
1. Differences Between Native and Non-native English Speakers
Due to the complex nature of various English speakers in reality, the division of so-called native and non-native English speakers has been one of the most studied and debated topics. To facilitate research and discussion, many researches have tried to make a distinction between native and non-native English speakers from various perspectives, such as whether the speaker learnt English as the first language in childhood, has identification with an English-speaking speech community or reaches native competence.
1.1 From the perspective of first language and early childhood
The emphasis on first language and early childhood may be traced to Nativism, one of the representatives being Chomsky (1965), who held that child has a kind of unique knowledge appropriating for acquiring language with birth. This knowledge is manifested in “Language Acquisition Device” (LAD). In this regard, language is seen as a complicated system with abstract rules as well as irregular and ambiguous phenomena (Chomsky, 1965). Children with their innate LAD can acquire native languages without difficulty in the early years of their childhood even if they have not completed mental and physical development.
Cook (1999) described native speakers as the those who acquire their first language in their childhood. Similarly, Crystal (2014) argued that a native speaker is someone who has learnt a language (or languages) through the normal processes of child language acquisition. In this sense, someone who learnt English in childhood become a native English speaker.
From this perspective, first language in childhood is regarded as a crucial point in distinguishing NESs from NNESs. Someone who did not learn English as first language in childhood can never be a native English speaker. In other words, adult Enlish learners lose their chance of being native English speakers forever.
1.2 From the perspective of identification with a speech community
In addition to the factor of first language acquisition, identification with an English-speaking speech community is also considered as an important factor in differentiating NESs and NNESs. Speech community in some views referred to a group of people who share the same language or language variety (Hymes, 1972), and in some arguments more emphasis was put on shared attitudes and knowledge (Labov, 1972). Generally speaking, the important characteristics of people in a speech community is that they must interact linguistically with each other and share attitudes towards linguistic norms as well as values or worldviews. Members of a speech community are constantly organized and reorganized by a conscious or unconscious sense of who they are, how they relate to the social group and how they differentiate themselves from outsiders.
In this sense, Chomsky (1986) referred an ideal native speaker as a person who was born in a homogeneous speech community without interference. Rampton (1990) put forward “language loyalty” to reflect social identity recognition for a language, which demonstrate the identity and emotive traits connotated in “native speaker”.
From this perspective, English-speaking speech community is a speech community where all people who speak English with shared understanding, values and attitudes. NESs in different English-speaking speech communities can quickly identify with their English varieties. NNESTs, on the other hand, cannot accommodate themselves to such speech community.
1.2 From the perspective of language competence and performance
Native speakers are supposed to have high language competence. Chomsky (1965) defined native speaker as the person knows well about their own language. Cook (1999) listed in detail the language competence features of native speakers, such as the subconscious knowledge of language rules, the intuitive grasp of language meanings, the ability to communicate in social settings, a wide range of language skills and the creativity of language use. By emphasis on “subconscious” and “intuitive”, Cook (1999) indicated that native speakers are not necessarily aware of how they speak. NESs, in this regard, have innate language competence of English.
Meanwhile, language performance may be another crucial factor for native speakers. Davies (2003) argued that how to differentiate the native and non-native speaker depends on whether they can speak the language fluently and confidently. In this respect, NESs have fluent and authentic adoption of English and confidence in their actual use, while NNESs do not.
Therefore, from the perspective of language competence and performance, NES is distinct from NNESs on the intuitive knowledge and actual usage of English. NESs are fluent speakers with innate language abilities and skills of English.
As seen above, NES and NNES can be defined from different perspectives. Though the definitions are often regarded as ambiguous and problematic by most researchers now, working definitions are needed to facilitate discussion in the present study. In light of Tay’s words (1982, p. 67), we refer NESs to those who acquire English as first language in childhood, continue to use it as dominant language and have reached a high level of proficiency, and NNES to those who learn English as a second or foreign language. Based on this, teachers who are NESs are referred to as native English-speaking teachers, while English teachers who are NNESs are addressed as non-native English-speaking teachers. And this essay discusses NESTs and NNESTs in ESL/EFL contexts.
2. Controversy over the Native and Non-native English Speaker Dichotomy
Though the division of English speakers as native and non-native seems natural, the issue is very sensitive to discuss now. Scholars generally accepted that given the reality of so many English varieties and speakers, there is a discrepancy between this dichotomous division and the diversity of English speakers. Therefore, a growing body of literature has been devoted to criticizing the NES-NNES dichotomy.
2.1 Ambiguity of defining factors
In the first place, the definition of NESs from the first language and early childhood perspective sounds ambiguous and inadequate to some extent. These definitions seldom explain and clarify the time span of “acquiring the first language” and “early childhood” in different situations. Therefore, a possible case could be that a child adopted English as first language but began to learn another language as a dominant one and finally became a monolingual of the latter language. In this case, English is the speaker’s first language, but can the speaker be considered an NES? Another case may be that a speaker whose first language is non-English and becomes a bilingual of English and another language from two years old after moving into an English-speaking speech community. Does this mean the person is a native speaker of both languages or neither of them?
Second, if the factor of speech community is considered, people’s identification with an English-speaking speech community do not necessarily make them NESs in reality. For example, in some African countries where English is taught from birth, people form their English-speaking speech communities and speak English with fluency, but they are not usually considered as NESs for their speech communities are in the blurred area outside typical English-speaking speech communities.
The measurement of speakers’ language competence and performance is also somewhat problematic. If we focus on this perspective solely, fluent native-like ESL/EFL learners can be regarded as NESs, which actually blurs the boundary of NESs and NNESs. But if we combine the first language perspective and language competence perspective, we may even exclude some first language English speakers since the competence degree in these definitions is seldom detailed and clear-cut. As a matter of fact, NESs’ language competence differs with variables such as age, intelligence, education, life experience and so on. Besides, not all NESs can function well in various social settings (Rampton,1990).
As seen above, many definitions of NES and NNES are merely guidelines with degree variation in each defining factor. Due to the over-simplicity and ambiguity of the NES-NNES dichotomy, we may find individuals who could not easily be put into the category of NES or NNES, as their life experiences and current situations are not that simple and linear.
2.2 Unfairness of Anglo-Saxon-centred notion
English has become a lingual franca for people from different culture backgrounds to communicate with each other. During the process, English is taken by many NESs as the only language deserving prestige in the world, and speakers are accordingly divided by their relationship with the language: either they fall into the category of NES, or they do not (Moussu, 2008, p. 317). However, people around the world now began to argue that it is unfair to split World Englishes into those “native”, such as British and American Englishes and those “non-native”, such as Indian and African Englishes (Mufwene 1998, p. 112). This Anglo-Saxon-centred notion is, in Nayar’s words (1994, p. 5) linguistic elitism at best and an instrument of linguistic imperialism at worst.
The Anglo-Saxon-centred notion lead to the depreciation of NNESs and their languages. To a certain extent, the term “native” has some positive connotation while the word “non-native” with the prefix “non” sounds inferior (Alseweed, 2012) and suggests deficiency, or in Holliday’s words (2005), an inadequate and disadvantaged status. In places where English is taught as a second or foreign language such as Asia and Africa, the English varieties there are generally considered as inferiors, and the English speakers are very likely to encounter prejudice.
By setting English as lingua franca, we learn the language not only to communicate with British or American people, but also with Chinese, Indian, Korean and so on. As a matter of fact, English today is no longer exclusively occupied by the traditional Inner Circle (Kachru, 1985), but rather by speakers from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. English has become indigenized in many countries, which suggests that speakers do not necessarily have to cater for or get integrated into Anglo-Saxon culture. They should be proud of their own cultural background and nerve themselves to represent it rather than implement the Anglo-Saxon-centred notion blindly.
The choice of the nativised model over native-speaker model helps to promote linguistic democracy over imperialism (Kirkpatrick, 2006, p. 76), which is beneficial in many aspects. First, the introduction of varieties helps to enrich English vocabulary and cultural characteristics. At the same time, the varieties of English contain certain “common core” such as some basic grammatical rules, which allows the language to be intelligible to most English speakers, thus bringing no obstacles for global communication. Second, linguistic democracy is closely related to local political, economic and cultural reality. We have noticed that the varieties of English in non-native English-speaking countries benefit local people politically, economically and culturally because the variety reflects their needs with more accuracy.
2.3 Possible substitutions
As seen above, the problem of the division between NES and NNES is related to many unsolved issues within the realm of linguistics, such as language acquisition and learning, language competence and performance, monolingualism and bilingualism and so on. In an attempt to mitigate the debate, some researchers argued that terms like “native speaker” and “non-native speaker” are over-simplistic, problematic and misleading, which should be substituted with expressions that are more appropriate.
Some researchers introduced the idea of “Circle” (Kachru, 1985), holding that people categorized into the Outer Circle countries cannot simply be dismissed as NNESs just because they do not speak a centre variety of the language. Some authors like Higgins (2003, p. 641) suggested the concept of “ownership” to be a substitution for the NES–NNES dichotomy, indicating that speakers have varying degrees of ownership of English due to different social factors like class, race and education level. Some others suggest a continuum approach. They put forward a continuum that includes all possible cases between the two extreme options, namely the two idealized notions of NES and NNES in traditional views. In this approach, English speakers may be positioned on any given point along the continuum (Moussu, 2008, p. 317).
These suggestions made good attempts to create certain areas to put English speakers with tendency, instead of one category or the other. Though much efforts are made to find appropriate substitutes for NES and NNES, no consensus has been reached yet. In fact, almost all work on the subject of language nativeness have to implicitly adopt the division between NES and NNES before starting the argumentation, even if they are against the NES–NNES dichotomy, which is apparently a paradox for researchers (Moussu, 2008, p. 318). Therefore, considering its wide usage, we can hardly deny the practical convenience of the dichotomy in researches and discussions.
3. Controversy over the Native English Speaker “Ideal”
As seen above, the NES-NNES dichotomy and NNES prestige connotate the belief that NESs are better English speakers and NNESs have innate weaknesses. Such belief brings privileges to NES in various fields, especially in English language teaching (ELT) context. Advocates of NES “ideal” hold that compared with NNESTs, NESTs by their nature are the ideal candidates for English teaching (Holliday, 2005). Some of them proposed that NESs should be the standard English teachers for all countries. However, the belief and proposition have been attacked from various perspectives till now.
3.1 Teachers’ strengths and weaknesses
NESTs and NNESTs are two groups of teachers that distinguish from each other in many ways. Over the years, the stereotype of NNESTs’ inferiority has been affecting the teachers, students and general public, which severely undermined NNESTs’ contribution in the ELT field. To promote NNESTs’ status, numerous researches have been dedicated to exploring which group has better qualified teachers. Due to the variety of researching samples, methods, contexts and so on, the researches can hardly reach a common conclusion, but up to now, they seem to agree on some points.
In the first place, both NESTs and NNESTs have their own strengths and weaknesses in ESL/EFL settings, with the native pronunciation being only one of the elements. On the one hand, there is no denying that NESTs do have strengths over NNESTs in some perspectives. For example, in light of LAD (Chomsky, 1965), with the acquisition of English as their first language, NESTs tend to have the subconscious knowledge of language rules, the intuitive grasp of language meanings, a wide range of language skills and the creativity of language use (Cook, 1999). From the sociolinguistic perspective, NESTs have an identification with an English-speaking community and are more able to communicate within various social settings.
Undoubtedly, NESTs are by no means perfect. They are likely to be confined to a certain type of English with English as their mother tongue. Due to their unfamiliarity with ESL/EFL learners’ learning process and context, they are usually lacking in the awareness of learners’ feelings. As they have different linguistic and cultural backgrounds from learners, they can hardly perceive the difficulties that learners will encounter in the learning process. In terms of teaching process, most NESTs are not good at making useful contrasts and comparison between learners’ first and second languages and explaining grammar and language rules.
NESTs’ weakness seems to be NNESTs’ strengths to some extent, as some of the strengths and weaknesses are related with monolingualism and bilingualism. NNESTs are more aware of different varieties of English and are more capable in enabling ESL/EFL learners to have an overall contact with the vast variety of English usages. With similar ESL/EFL learning process and extensive knowledge in both English and their native language, NNESTs can be more empathetic toward learners. Cognitively, NNESTs are better at anticipating and tackling the difficulties facing learners. In terms of teaching methods, as NNESTs usually share the first language and cultural background with learners, they are endowed with the ability of code-switching to emphasize, clarify and give learners more comprehensible input, which is crucial to learners’ language learning and development (Krashen, 1985).
To be sure, NNESTs have their weaknesses in ELT. NNESTs tend to experience anxiety and low self-confidence in pronunciation and accent, which can compromise teaching instructions and the interactions between teachers and students, to an extent that would potentially lead to teaching failure. Meanwhile, some NNESTs are lacking in the knowledge of relevant English culture.
As we can see above, English teachers’ native language should not be the sole element for the judgement of teaching competence. Factors like empathetic ability, understanding of grammar and culture, teaching methods, teaching experience are also essential qualities for an English teacher. In these ranging aspects, both NESTs and NNESTs tend to have certain strengths related to their own language learning process. It is unfair to set NEST as the “ideal” for language teaching with no recognition of NNEST’s strengths and contribution. Besides, none of the strengths is fixed to a group and exclusive to another. Ideal teachers are those who can make better use of their strengths and make up for the weaknesses to master a combination of linguistic and pedagogical skills. Their professional competence come from education rather than birth. NESTs and NNESTs have the equal opportunity for professional success in English teaching in real performance (Medgyes, 1992). Therefore, it is high time that we stop setting NEST as the only ideal for ESL/EFL learners.
3.2 Students’ perception
To see how NESTs and NNESTs are received in real practices, researchers started to collect students’ preference and feedback. Indeed, some previous studies have shown students’ preference for native English. For example, according to Alseweed’ study (2012), there is statistically significant difference of the students’ perceptions in favor of NESTs. Obviously, the tenet of the native English speaker “ideal” has a great impact on students. They believed that NESTs’ relative high proficiency in English make them authorities on the language. NESTs can be ideal teachers with innate characteristics as opposed to NNESTs.
Nevertheless, NNESTs are by no means totally prejudiced or disparaged by students. Cheng and Braine (2007) conducted a research in Hong Kong universities to see the students’ perception towards NESTs and NNESTs. The results supported Phillipson’s (1992) argument that NNESTs received positive acknowledgement from students.
The research of general perception was found to be inadequate. To make the analysis more comprehensive and elaborate, scholars tried to investigate students’ perceptions on the two groups of teachers in terms of different aspects. For example, Benke and Medgyes (2005) presented the results of a survey among Hungarian students on their perception of their NESTs and NNESTs with regards to personal qualities, class management and teaching qualities. The students saw the strengths and weaknesses of NESTs and NNESTs and acknowledged that they could learn from both groups in different aspects.
One thing worth attention is that students’ perception of teachers is not immutable. The perception may change with their proficiency level. In Alseweed’s study (2012), novice university students were investigated for their perception of their NESTs and NNESTs. Students manifested more preference for NESTs as they move to higher levels, probably because with previous language learning experiences and more clear goals, their focus of learning shifted to more authentic discourse and cultural connotation. On the other hand, the perception may change with time and exposure to their teacher (Moussu, 2010). Moussu (2010) reported on a study conducted in intensive English programs in the United States, which compared students’ perception of both their NESTs and NNESTs at the beginning and at the end of a given semester. Overall, students’ perception of both NESTs and NNESTs changed by the end of the semester, and the changes towards NNESTs seemed to be more positive than towards NESTs. Probable reason may be that NNESTs’ teaching practices dispelled students’ potential hesitation about teachers’ proficiency levels.
Due to the variety of researching methods, settings and participants, investigation on students’ perception can hardly reach consensus. But generally, we can see increasing recognition of NNESTs by students. NNESTs are more and more valued for their experiences as ESL/EFL learners, grammar knowledge and the ability to present and clarify. NNESTs in students’ eyes can do at least as well as NNESTs in most real practices, and the positive image may be enhanced with time and exposure. Therefore, the belief that only native speakers can be successful and “ideal” teachers for ESL/EFL students is unsupported.
3.3 Teachers’ collaboration as “ideal”
There is no such type of English teacher as suitable for all ELT contexts. Therefore, the choice of English teacher should be based on the focus of language teaching. Widdowson’s theory (1996) of authenticity and autonomy may be helpful in this regard. If we view authenticity as the focus, we tend to hold that true English only come from NESs, thus emphasizing and confirming the authority of NESTs in language teaching. However, more and more researchers maintained that the ELT goal is to produce English learners who are skilled users of both first language and English, rather than the mere imitation of native English speakers (Cook, 1999). Thus the belief with the focus on autonomy (Widdowson, 1996) emerged, which encourages learners to be free and autonomous in creating structures and phrases in English for their communicative purposes. Focused on this aspect, English is regarded as a tool for people around the world to interact with each other. It is important that they recreate the language with their own characteristics, interactive purposes and culture background (Widdowson, 1996). In other words, students should be given autonomy in learning and using English in contextually proper ways to achieve communicative purposes. For example, if an Indian businessman wants to learn English for doing business in Asia, as long as the language is intelligible and effective for business success, there is no need for him to achieve either nativelike proficiency or English-culture familiarity. The idea of autonomy gives priority to NNESTs in English teaching since they are more likely to teach the language in a way that appropriately applies to their society and community due to the shared culture background between students and themselves. In this sense, NNEST’s value as a role model is emphasized. They can be an inspiration to learners by being an instance of a reachable ideal in local contexts (Cook, 2005).
As seen above, the question of teaching English to achieve authenticity or autonomy may exert an obvious influence on setting an “ideal” type of English teachers. Since both NESTs and NNESTs have their own advantages and disadvantages, they may be more suitable for certain teaching focuses in a general sense. However, in most cases, the purposes of English teaching are not that one-sided and monotonous. To be more specific, we may intend to cultivate English learners as having both nativelike English proficiency and autonomous ability. In this sense, neither of the two groups can be the only “ideal” type for Englishg teaching. One group cannot be completely replaced by the other. Therefore, it is of great importance for NESTs and NNESTs to complement each other in teaching English with the full use of their own merits. We should balance the two groups of teachers well rather than take prejudice towards one of them. All in all, when there are favorable conditions, the most “ideal” model is the collaboration between NESTs and NNESTs. In this way we can offer English learners linguistic and cultural insights from complementary perspectives.
4. Implication
This study has revealed some differences between the NESTs and NNESTs and discussed the controversy over the NES-NNES dichotomy and the native English speaker “ideal”. Based on the findings and discussions in the previous sections, several implications could be offered for English teaching and learning in ESL/EFL contexts.
4.1 Self-perception of non-native English speakers
Due to the long-term discrimination and depreciation, NESs tend to hold negative perception of themselves as English speakers. However, more and more researches and individual cases have proved that NNESs can attain nativelike language competence outside the first language environment. Even if they do not reach the nativelike competence, as long as their proficiency serve the communicative purposes in contextually appropriate ways, they can be held as successful English learners. After all, NNESs as bilinguals have their innate merits in penetrating the boundary between two languages. Just as Cook (2016) put, do see yourselves as failures always trying to be like native speakers; see yourselves as successes, achieving things as bilinguals that are out of the reach of monolinguals. Therefore, NNESs should regard “non” in “non-native” as labels for research purposes indicating difference rather than deficiency and inferiority.
Furthermore, for non-native English speakers in the ELT realm, they should bear in mind that the so-called “non-nativeness” of NNESTs should never prevent them from being ideal English teachers and real modes. They have their own advantages that are seldom found in NNSTs. ESL/EFL students also tend to hold very positive image for them in many aspects. With proper education, competent NNESTs could make better use of their strengths and make up for their weaknesses. It is high time that NNESTs discard their negative self-perception, be proud of their merits and take advantage of them.
4.2 Teacher employment
It is undeniable that ESL/EFL education programs in many parts of the world are still biased in employing teachers. Some administrators are more inclined to hire NESTs and provide better welfare for them, sometimes even regardless of their proficiency and educational backgrounds. As demonstrated in the essay, NESTs and the NNESTs are both valuable assets for English teaching practices. Teaching administrations of ESL/EFL education programs should pay more attention to the equality in employing the two types of teachers. The first and foremost measurement for teachers should be their competence and qualification instead of nativeness. Any discrimination in language teaching is wrong and that school leaders should balance the two groups of teachers well. By creating a fair employment environment, the ESL/EFL education programs cannot only benefit NESTs and NNESTs, but also ESL/EFL learners.
4.3 Teacher education
As seen in previous sections, both NESTs and NNESTs can gain professional competence with proper education. Designers of teacher education programs should prepare different training sessions for different types of teachers. For NESTs, the focus can be on linguistic theories, students’ needs and local culture. In some situations, NESTs can learn the students’ first language to facilitate communication and empathy with them. Through this, NESTs would understand their ESL/EFL students and their response in class better. For NNESTs, the emphases can be English pronunciation, communicative competence and English culture. Both groups of teachers may need sessions on how to set clear teaching goals, match teaching content with students’ level, diversify teaching styles and strategies and employ novel and flexible teaching methods. Though such teacher education, the classes of both groups will turn out to be more effectively student-centered.
4.4 Teacher collaboration
Since both NESTs and NESTs have their own strengths and weaknesses in different aspects of language teaching, a collaboration of the two groups can provide better teaching. Therefore, teaching administrations are highly suggested to urge the co-teaching by NESTs and NNESTs to complement each other. In class preparation, NESTs and NNESTs are encouraged to make class design together. NESTs can help a lot with cultural background knowledge while NNESTs can help to identify possible important and difficult points for students. In teaching practice, according to their own advantages, the two groups can be assigned to teach different courses, different aspects of the same course or different levels of the same ESL/EFL project. For example, NESTs can be responsible for oral English, while NNESTs for intensive reading and grammar rules. If teaching the same writing course, NESTs’ strengths in vocabulary and cultural background can facilitate students’ use of idiomatic expressions in proper cultural contexts, while NNESTs’ advantages in clarifying grammar rules can help students write with grammatically correct sentences. Finally, NNESTs can be assigned to lower levels of an ESL/EFL project to better cater for students’ needs and difficulties, but at higher levels, NNESTs would be more helpful to make the teaching content more authentic.
Besides, NESTs and NNESTs can learn from each other in collaboration. Regular meetings are expected to be organized for the two groups of teachers to exchange their teaching ideas and discuss teaching performance. NESTs can gain more knowledge of the second/foreign language culture and students’ difficulties and expectations, while NNESTs can improve their oral English and understanding of English culture. Only in this way can both groups learn from each other and reflect on their own teaching notions and practices, thus becoming more effective in the future.
5. Conclusion
The long-term superiority of NES led to the myth of the NES “ideal” in English teaching, which is detrimental for NNESTs contribution in this field. More and more researchers nowadays argue that NESTs and NNESTs deserve equal status and have their own strengths and weaknesses. Students also tend to appreciate the teaching of both NESTs and NNESTs from different perspectives. Therefore, it is highly recommended that the two groups of teachers cooperate and complement each other. To improve the status NNESs and NNESTs in the long run, joint efforts should be made by teaching administrators and teachers themselves in terms of evaluation, employment, education and collaboration.
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