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Abstract 

The kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a lucrative job market for English language teachers ever 

since English has become a mandatory subject for all professional studies. Native English-

speaking teachers from the US, the UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa; 

Arab teachers from Egypt, Tunisia, Sudan, Algeria, Morocco, Jordan and Syria and non-Arab 

non-native teachers from Pakistan, India, Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and Turkey are 

working side by side in a diverse and thriving field of English language in Saudi Arabia. The 

English language program administrators want to recruit native teachers but the supply does 

not meet the demand so they also hire Arab non-native and non-Arab non-native English as 

a foreign (EFL) teachers (Al-Hazmi 2015: p.139). The present study seeks to examine the 

effectiveness of the non-native teachers who have an additional non-Arab status. In this 

small scale mixed-method study, the quantitative data was collected by means of an online 

questionnaire that was administered to 12 supervisors from four universities in Saudi Arabia. 

For further and deeper understanding of the emergent themes, four selected participants 

were interviewed on the phone. The findings reveal that, contrary to what administrators 

believe, the supervisors who oversee the curriculum delivery, do not see the exclusive 

importance of native or non-native status. The supervisors believe that native, Arab non-

native, and non-Arab non-native teachers have their strengths and weaknesses. What is more 
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important is the professional preparation and relevant experience and a working 

environment where they work collaboratively. 

Abstract: Key Words: Native non-native English-speaking teachers, EFL/ESL/TESOL, Native 

Speaker Fallacy, and TESOL job market. 

Introduction 

In response to the post 9/11 social and political pressure, the Saudi government introduced 

English as a mandatory subject across the kingdom in 2003 (Elyas, 2008). Therefore, all state 

universities have initiated one-year long intensive Preparatory Year Programs (PYPs) to 

prepare the students for professional degrees where English is a medium of instruction for 

the curriculum delivery. Students receive 18-hours per week instruction spread over two 

semesters. After passing the PYP, they can join professional colleges. 

The teaching faculty of PYPs across the Kingdom has a very diverse cultural and academic 

background ranging from simple bachelor’s degrees to doctorate and post-doctorate; who 

are identified as either native English-speaking teachers or non-native English-speaking 

teachers because of the prevailing distinction between the two in the Teaching English to 

the Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) job market. Among natives, there are Americans, 

British, Australians, Canadians and New Zealanders. Whereas among non-natives, there are 

both Arab and non-Arab teachers. Arab non-native teachers come from Egypt, Tunisia, 

Sudan, Algeria, Morocco, Jordan and Lebanon and non-Arab non-native teachers mainly 

come from Pakistan, India, Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and Turkey though Pakistani 

and Indian teachers are in an overwhelming majority.  
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It is evident from the job adverts that the English Language Program (ELP) administrators 

want to recruit native teachers only. In May 2015, 13 ELPs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

posted job advertisements on Dave Sperling’s ESL Café (www.eslcafe.ccom ). Dave’s Café 

is very popular among ESL/EFL teachers and ELP administrators. 10 out of 13 ELPs strictly 

wanted to recruit native teachers from the UK, the US, or Canada. Paradigm Talent 

recruitment agency posted a job advert on the same Café on  July 01, 2013 to recruit 70 

female teachers for Princess Nora University’s Preparatory Year Program in Riyadh, Saudi 

Arabia. The job opportunity was restricted to American, British and South African citizens 

only irrespective of their qualification or experience. The situation further deteriorated in 

2016. 19 ELPs posted job adverts on the same ESL Café between March 01 and March 25. 

Only two were ready to allow the non-native teachers to apply; others restricted these jobs 

for native teachers only. The Café is replete with adverts for native teachers in Oman, UAE, 

China, Japan, Hong Kong, and so on. Mehboob and Golden (2013) investigated the 

discrimination against non-native English language teachers. They studied 77 adverts (42 

from East Asia and 35 from the Middle East), and concluded that the concern about 

discriminatory practices in employment is justified. 88% of all advertisements investigated 

had a discriminatory element in them.  

Unfortunately, native teachers recruited for Saudi Arabia do not stay for a long time due to 

two important reasons. On the one hand, some native teachers teach English for fun – they 

want to travel around the world and teach English so they are not career-oriented. On the 

other hand, those who are professional and career-oriented find Saudi lifestyle too 

challenging and tend to quit in 2/3 years. However, non-native teachers are regarded unequal 

and ineffective. They are recruited to fill in the vacant positions but they remain under threat 

http://www.eslcafe.ccom/
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because they could be removed as and when enough native teachers are available. PYPs want 

to retain only ‘good’ teachers. All the faculty members remain under stress because they are 

always unsure whether they will be declared ‘good’ teachers or not.  Who is a good teacher? 

It greatly depends upon the perceptions, observations and the attitudes of the ELP 

administrators. The proposed study aims to discover whether, according to the perceptions 

of the ELP administrators, non-Arab non-native EFL teachers can make good teachers as 

compared to native and Arab non-native EFL teachers because English is the principal 

strength of native teachers and Arabic is the principal strength of Arab non-native teachers.  

At this point, it is important to discover whether non-Arab non-native teachers are effective 

EFL teachers in current Arabian context. It is strategically important for PYPs to recruit 

suitable teaching faculty members with futuristic perspective: teachers who are career-

oriented and tend to stay for longer periods at a certain organization. Because high quality 

teaching begins with the recruitment and selection process (Bush et al., 2010).  

The principal purpose of this paper is to solicit the perceptions of the ELP administrators 

towards the two categories of the teachers i.e. the native EFL teachers and non-Arab non-

native EFL teachers.  These perceptions ultimately guide the hiring and firing decision 

making. Empirical data was collected via questionnaires guided by the following research 

questions and followed by in-depth interviews of selected respondents: 

1. Do the ELP administrators prefer native English-speaking teachers to non-Arab 

non-native EFL teachers? 

2. What are the major similarities and differences between native and non-Arab non-

native EFL teachers’ teaching style and behaviour? 
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3. From a management perspective, what are the advantages and disadvantages of 

native or non-Arab non-native EFL teachers on the faculty? 

4. From a recruitment perspective, who is better: a native or a non-Arab non-native 

EFL teacher? 

Literature Review 

The majority of English language teachers across the globe are non-native English-speaking 

teachers yet they are generally regarded unequal to native English-speaking teachers in terms 

of knowledge and skill (Braine, 2005). Native, non-native issues pertaining to native, non-

native identities and performance were the subjects of study for scholars and researchers 

such as Medgyes (1994; 2001), Arva and Medgyes (2000), Braine (2005; 2010; 2013) Llurda 

(2004),  Moussu and Braine (2006), Mehboob (2003; 2010), Al-Omrani (2008) and Ahmad 

and Ahmed (2015).  

There have been three landmark developments pertaining to native non-native issues:  

1. the issuance of  a ‘TESOL Statement on Non-Native Speakers of English and Hiring 

Practices’ by the executive board of TESOL Organization in October 1991 

2. the establishment of  ‘Non-Native Caucus’ at the TESOL Organization in 1998  

3. the issuance of ‘The Position Statement against Discrimination of Non-Native 

Speakers of English in The Field of TESOL’ by the TESOL Organization in 2006  

The ‘TESOL Statement on non-native speakers of English and hiring practices’ emphasizes 

that teaching skills, teaching experience and professional preparation should be given as 

much weightage as language proficiency. However, English Language program 

administrators do not prefer to hire non-native teachers (Cook 1999, Medygyes 2001). For 
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example, literature on native, non-native issues reveals that administrators base their 

decisions not to hire non-native teachers on ESL/EFL students’ perceptions and attitudes 

towards non-native teachers. Cook (1999) did not find any overwhelming preference for 

native English-speaking teachers. Philipson (1992: p.195) challenges the notion that native 

speakers make better teachers.  In his landmark publication Linguistic Imperialism he coined 

the term ‘native speaker fallacy’ – the belief that the ideal teacher of English is a native speaker. 

While he concedes that native speakers might make better grammatical judgments, he argues 

that native teachers are at a disadvantage when trying to explain specific questions related to 

their native language unless trained to do so. 

Borg (2006) recommended five-point criteria for identifying a good language teacher after 

studying over 200 practicing and prospective language teachers. The criteria includes: (1) 

personal qualities, (2) pedagogical skills, (3) classroom practices, (4) subject matter, and (5) 

psychological constructs such as knowledge and attitude. Therefore, it seems appropriate 

that ELP administrators should not base their decisions only on the nationality of the 

instructor.  

Moussu and Braine (2006) investigated the perceptions of 88 ESL students from 21 different 

countries in a 14-week long quantitative study; the participants responded to a questionnaire 

twice: at the beginning and at the end of the semester. All students expressed a positive 

attitude towards their non-native teachers although some were somewhat sceptical at the 

beginning of the semester. The results reveal that students denied the idea that non-native 

teachers should not teach ESL classes. In another study, Lasagabaster and Sierra (2005) 

investigated the attitudes of 76 EFL learners towards native and non-native teachers. They 
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concluded that though 60% of the participants preferred native teachers; 71 % of them 

wanted to be taught by both native and non-native teachers collaboratively. It is an 

established fact that non-native teachers outnumber the native teachers but when it comes 

to hiring EFL teachers, there is a marked preference for native teachers across the globe.  

Ahmad and Ahmed (2015) investigated the self-perceptions of 120 EFL teachers teaching 

English as a foreign language in various universities in Saudi Arabia. 63% of the participants 

rated their command of English to be ‘excellent’, 34.7% rated it to be ‘very good’, and, 

interestingly enough, no one rated it to be ‘average’ or ‘poor’. However, no study so far has 

investigated the effectiveness of non-Arab non-native EFL teachers teaching Arab EFL 

learners in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It is immensely important for all stake holders 

(students, teachers and administrators) to know the reality.  

Who is a native speaker of English and who is not?  A British is, but a Chinese is not. An 

American or an Australian is, but a French or an Italian are not. So far so good. What about 

a Pakistani or an Indian EFL teacher for whom English was the language of school 

instruction and has been an official language for all professional and formal communication 

throughout? Moreover, there are millions of immigrants who moved to English-speaking 

communities, lived there for years and acquired near native proficiency in English such as 

the presence of millions of Pakistani and Indian immigrants in England, America, Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and South Africa - these immigrants sometimes perform better than 

natives although English is not their mother-tongue. Native, non-native issues are 

controversial and will probably remain controversial yet there is no harm as long as this 

debate remains purely within linguistic or sociolinguistic perspectives. However, when 
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teachers are recruited or terminated on the basis of being native or non-native; it may be 

concluded that this is discrimination. 

Medgyes (1992) argues in his model ‘the interlanguage continuum’: 

‘…if born and brought up in an English-speaking environment, a person would likely be a 

more accomplished user of English than if born and brought up in a non-English-speaking 

country. Hence native speakers are, potentially, more accomplished users of English than 

non-native speakers’ (p.341). 

Llurda (2004) argues that English teachers were considered ambassadors of ‘English culture’ 

in the classroom because their job was to teach language and culture side by side. This was a 

legacy from British imperial days where the focus was on British culture and values. With 

globalization of English, language teachers are no longer ambassadors of the foreign culture, 

rather they serve as mediators between learners and the target culture. The vast majority of 

the millions of non-native speakers of English are speakers of English as an International 

Language. Native speaker control of language, claims Llurda, may disappear because the 

majority of speakers speak the variety which belongs to non-natives. 

In 1999, based on his Hungarian EFL teachers’ experiences, Medgyes hypothesized that 

there are six unique advantages which only non-native teachers can offer, but native teachers 

cannot. He claims that non-native teachers can: (1) provide a better learner’s model, (2) teach 

language learning strategies more effectively, (3) supply more information about the English 

language, (4) better anticipate and prevent language difficulties, (5) be more sensitive to their 

students, and (6) benefit from their ability to use the students’ mother tongue. Apart from 

these six unique advantages, Medgyes (1999) admits that language competence is the point 
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at which non-native speakers are inevitably handicapped. When it comes to non-Arab non-

native EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia, despite having the disadvantage of not being able to 

use Arabic with Saudi students, they still have the advantage of the other five areas as listed 

by Medgyes. In actual fact, current trends reveal that native-speakers of English have become 

a minority as users of English. Canagarajah (1999) states that 80% of English Language 

teachers globally are non-native speakers of English. 

TESOL, the largest professional organization for ESL teachers, (http://www.tesol.org/) 

took up the employment issues of non-native teachers in ‘Statement on Non-Native Speakers 

of English and Hiring Practices’ issued in October 1991. Here is an excerpt from it “---

employment decisions in this profession which are based solely upon the criteria that an 

individual is or is not a native speaker of English discriminates against well qualified 

teachers…” Regarding hiring preferences, several researchers (Medgyes 1992, Cook 1999, 

Braine 2005,) believe that English language program administrators prefer not to hire non-

native teachers because of their perceptions that students in their programs do not want 

them. 

Methodology 

The study was conducted in two stages, a questionnaire was administered that elicited 

responses from 12 ELP supervisors from four universities, three from each university, 

followed by interviews of four supervisors, one from each university. All state universities in 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia have English Language Centers or English Language Teaching 

Units that offer one-year long intensive FYPs which are mandatory for all undergraduate 

studies. These ELPs employ native, Arab non-native and non-Arab non-native EFL teachers 

for their operations. 

http://www.tesol.org/
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The subjects of this study, the ELP supervisors, serve as line‐managers for groups of faculty 

members and closely collaborate with higher administration. The responsibilities of these 

supervisors included: (1) evaluation of faculty members’ overall professional performance; 

(2) monitoring curriculum delivery; (3) examination support, including test development and 

administration; and (4) communication with student representatives. The subjects were 

monitoring the overall performance of the teachers on a daily basis so they knew very well 

as to how these teachers performed. 

Instruments 

The questionnaire designed by Reves and Medgyes (1994) for An International Survey was 

used with a number of modifications. The original questionnaire was designed to measure 

the self-image of 216 non-native EFL/ESL teachers in ten countries. The questionnaire 

consisted of 23 items which was reduced to 12. Part 1 (Q. 1~2) elicited overall attitude of 

the supervisors towards the teachers. Part 2 (Q. 3~5) elicited the attitudes towards first 

language (L1), and Part 3 (Q. 6~12) elicited specific attitudes towards the subjects’ specific 

teaching skills. 

Results 

The data from the questionnaire is presented in table 1 under three categories. 
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Table1 – Questionnaire Data 

Part 1: Overall Attitude 

  Agree/
Disagree 

Number of respondents 
(percentage) 

1 Native teachers are better (more effective) than non-
Arab non-native teachers because they are ideal 
language models for language learners. 

Disagree 10 (83%) 

2 Non-Arab non-native teachers are better (more 
effective) than native teachers because they are ideal 
language learning models for language learners. 

Disagree 8 (66%) 

Part 2: Attitude towards L1 
 

3 Beginning learners learn better if taught by non-Arab 
non-native teachers especially because they do not 
rely on students’ mother-tongue. 

Disagree 9 (75%) 

4 Advanced learners learn better if taught by native 
teachers. 

Agree 11 (91%) 

5 Students feel anxious when they have non-Arab non-
native teachers. 

Disagree 8 (66%) 

Part 3: Specific Attitudes 

6 Native teachers teach oral skills better than non-Arab 
non-native teachers. 

Agree 11 (91%) 

7 Non-Arab non-native teachers teach reading and 
writing better than native teachers. 

Agree 9 (75%) 

8 Non-Arab non-native teachers teach vocabulary and 
grammar better than native teachers. 

Agree 8 (66%) 

9 Native teachers employ up-to-date teaching 
techniques. 

Disagree 9 (75%) 

10 Non-Arab non-native teachers employ up-to-date 
teaching techniques. 

Agree 10 (83%) 

11 To be an effective EFL teacher, a person must be 
both qualified and experienced. (Being native, non-
native or non-Arab non-native has very little value) 

Agree 12 (100%) 

12 Non-Arab non-native teachers are more concerned 
about their professional development than native 
teachers. 

Agree 12 (100%) 
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Discussion 

The ELP supervisors surveyed for this small scale study generally showed positive attitudes 

towards non-Arab non-native EFL teachers. However, there are two popular theories in the 

field of teaching English to the Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) that the subjects of 

this study do not seem to agree with. The first one is the perceived supremacy of native 

English-speaking teachers in the field of TESOL which Philipson (1992: p.195) has termed 

as ‘native speaker fallacy’. It is the belief that ‘the ideal teacher of English is a native speaker’.  

The second theory is that non-native teachers can motivate their students more because they 

are successful language learners (Medgyes, 1992; Canagarajah, 1999; Cook, 1999; Llurda, 

2004). Medgyes (1992) admitted that native English-speaking teachers are more 

accomplished users and that non-native English-speaking teachers can hardly be as efficient 

as natives yet he still believed that the deficient command of English of non-natives has 

hidden advantage because they themselves are successful learners of English as a foreign 

language. On the one hand, they understand learners’ problems better and, on the other, they 

can offer better workable strategies and solutions.  It is very unlikely that non-natives or non-

Arab non-natives acquire a native speaker’s language competence. Language competence is 

the only area in which native English-speaking teachers will always be superior and hardly 

anyone can doubt it, yet in the present study the subjects surveyed neither agreed with the 

native teacher as ‘an ideal language model’ nor with the non-native teacher as ‘an ideal 

language learning model’. During the interview, too, the subjects did not assign any special 

importance to the native or non-native status. 

Cook (1999) believes that the mother-tongue plays an important role in foreign or second 

language learning and limited use of learners’ first language (L1) can be useful especially at 
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beginner’s level and should not be totally banned in the classroom. However, in the present 

study the supervisors seem to be of the other opinion; they did not see it as a disadvantage 

when a non-Arab teacher is teaching English to beginner’s level Arab EFL learners. During 

the interview, too, it was confirmed that students did not express any disapproval for non-

Arab teachers. However, there was a clear preference for native teachers by advanced level 

students which was also confirmed during interviews. It confirms the findings of Al-Omrani 

(2008) who found that advanced level Arab EFL/ESL learners, while perfecting their 

pronunciation, intonation, word choice and collocation, and idiomatic expressions prefer 

native teachers. In the same vein, Braine (2005) found that majority of Hong Kong EFL 

learners preferred native teachers. However, in another study the following year, Ling and 

Braine (2007) in their study conducted to investigate the attitudes of university students 

towards non-native English speaking teachers in Hong Kong concluded that, the students, 

on the whole, had a favorable attitude towards their non-native teachers. 

The majority of the supervisors agreed that native teachers taught oral skills better than non-

Arab non-native teachers, whereas non-Arab non-native teachers not only taught reading & 

writing better than native teachers, but vocabulary and grammar also. This was further 

supported during the interviews. Natives were considered better teachers for oral skills 

because of their high proficiency, grammatical accuracy and friendly attitude. On the other 

hand, the non-Arab non-native teachers were regarded better teachers for reading, writing, 

vocabulary and grammar because all of them studied TESOL as a major at university level 

which includes a lot of vocabulary and grammar learning followed by reading and writing in 

an academic context. They were also familiar with effective learning strategies and some were 
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involved in action research as well. The majority of the Saudi EFL/ESL learners believed 

that non-native teachers are of great help in providing effective reading and writing strategies 

because of their awareness as previous learners of English (Al-Omrani 2008).   

The results indicate non-Arab non-native teachers employ more up-to-date teaching 

techniques compared to native teachers. Also, the majority of supervisors agree that an 

effective EFL/ESL teacher is someone who has a relevant qualification and experience; 

being native is not an advantage, or in other words, being non-native is no disadvantage. In 

the interview part, all supervisors strongly agreed that irrespective of the native non-native 

status, an effective teacher is someone who is qualified in TESOL/TEFL/ELT and has 

experience in the relevant field. Literature on native-non-native issues, too, strongly agrees 

with this statement.  

The results indicated that the majority of the non-native teachers were seriously concerned 

about their professional development. In the interviews too, the subjects revealed that the 

non-Arab non-native teachers were quite concerned about their professional development. 

Their activities included from attending free workshops and seminars to enrolling in 

expensive courses such as Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA by 

Cambridge University) or Diploma in English Language Teaching to Adults (DELTA by 

Cambridge University). In every ELP, there was at least one non-Arab teacher who was 

enrolled onto PhD in Applied Linguistics and TESOL program whereas no native was 

reported to have undertaken any such professional development initiative – maybe native 

teachers feel confident and do not apparently feel the need to pursue such certifications and 

degrees. 
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Conclusions 

The main objective of this study was to solicit the perceptions of the ELP supervisors 

towards non-Arab non-native English-speaking teachers. It is evident from the findings that 

the supervisors who participated in this study did not prefer EFL teachers on the basis of 

their nationality or identity. This is quite contrary to the perceptions of other program 

administrators in Saudi Arabia or the rest of the world who want to hire only native teachers 

as evident in job adverts. There is no lack of evidence because job advertisements are replete 

with this notion. In this research, the results show that there are a number of similarities and 

differences between native, Arab non-native, and non-Arab non-native EFL teachers. 

However, the instructional supervisors who participated in this study do not see any marked 

difference in their teaching behavior. All teachers have their strengths and weaknesses. On 

the one hand, native teachers were seen as more successful with advanced EFL learners and 

teaching oral skills was considered their main strength. On the other hand, non-Arab non-

native teachers were seen as more up-to-date with regards to teaching techniques because of 

their professional preparation and relevant certifications. Teaching reading, writing, grammar 

and vocabulary were regarded the principal strengths of non-Arab non-native teachers. 

Therefore, all teachers have their unique strengths and weaknesses, but if they all work 

collaboratively, they can complement each other. In a nutshell, it is concluded that the ELP 

administrators in Saudi Arabia should focus more on teachers who have appropriate 

professional preparation with reasonable experience and not fall victim to the native speaker 

fallacy because the native speaker model is not required in this global world anymore. 
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