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Identity and Non-Native English 
Speaker Teachers
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 Framing the Issue

The “native-speaker fallacy” (Phillipson, 1992), which permeates global discourses 
of English language teaching (ELT), has a detrimental effect on non-native English 
speaker teachers’ (NNESTs) identities as teachers of English. Because they are non-
native English speakers, which is a bio-developmental feature, NNESTs are viewed 
as less competent teachers of this language than their native counterparts (Davies, 
2003). This well-entrenched misconception diverts “attention from the flourishing 
of local pedagogical initiative” (Phillipson, 1992, p. 199) and quality teacher- 
education practices to nativeness. Regardless of how proficient in the English lan-
guage and how professionally qualified and equipped they may be, NNESTs tend 
to be categorized as less desirable than native English speaker teachers (NESTs). 
This categorization restricts the identities they can imagine and claim for them-
selves as English users and teachers and casts a damaging light on their profes-
sional identities as ELT practitioners (Pavlenko, 2003). The restriction is situated at 
the intersection of their identities as learners, users, and teachers of English. Their 
self-conceived confidence, competence, agency, and professional legitimacy are 
reliant upon the ways in which they think others (their employers, students, stu-
dents’ parents) position them linguistically rather than solely professionally. To 
tether this self-image to their practice, NNESTs’ professional identity guides what 
they value and prioritize in their classes, how they make sense of their experiences, 
what instructional decisions they make, and where they channel their efforts 
(Kamhi-Stein, 2013). Therefore their self- conception as learners and users of English 
is intimately connected with their actual classroom practice as ELT practitioners.

 Making the Case

Prior to any discussion attempting to make the case for NNESTs’ identities, the 
readers need to be cautioned against the seemingly clear-cut distinction between 
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native English speaker teachers (NESTs) and NNESTs as two completely separate 
groups of professionals in the field of ELT. Dividing the entire group of ELT prac-
titioners into two categories, NESTs and NNESTs, reflects a falsely constructed 
dichotomy and negates the intricacies involved in these practitioners’ professional 
identities. Such a positivistic classification and juxtaposition also neglects the 
diversity of practitioners in the trenches of ELT (Park, 2012; Rudolph, Selvi, & 
Yazan, 2015). Their negotiation, development, and construction of identities as 
teachers of English is a highly individualized and contextualized enterprise, influ-
enced by various glocal forces and factors and embedded in their personal accounts 
of their experiences, which are constantly narrated and re-narrated (Johnson & 
Golombek, 2011). Therefore the discussion of these professionals’ identities in rela-
tion to their practice needs to expound how NNESTs navigate discourses in their 
professional contexts, how they depict and imagine themselves as learners, users, 
and teachers of English in their self-narratives, and how they develop agency 
through participation in professional activities and interactions with others. Even 
though those questions are interconnected (and intricately so) in the understand-
ing of NNESTs’ professional identity, they will be unpacked here in separate sec-
tions, in order to streamline the discussion.

As NNESTs step into the ELT profession, they concomitantly seek access and 
membership to a community whose practices are mediated through various dis-
courses glocally shaped in their sociocultural contexts (Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 
1999; Pavlenko, 2003; Rudolph et al., 2015). Those discourses are value-laden and 
ideologically loaded rather than being neutral. They impact NNESTs’ meaning 
making and interpretation in the ELT community by assigning value and signifi-
cance to particular competences, activities, and performances and rendering oth-
ers less valuable and less significant. NNESTs’ apprenticeship and immersion into 
ELT discourses occurs through their English-learning experiences, teacher-educa-
tion courses, and teaching practice. Their individual professional value system is 
to a large extent molded within the constraints of those discourses, and through it 
they learn what is attended to and valued by learners, users, and teachers of 
English as important to them. In consequence, when NNESTs negotiate, imagine, 
and develop their identities, the discourses surrounding their practice prove 
highly influential upon whether and how they view or position themselves and 
are recognized or positioned as professional members of the ELT community.

The native-speaker fallacy is one of the dominant ideologies. It is well infused 
into ELT discourses, leads to numerous misconceptions about English teaching, 
and disempowers NNESTs in their imagination, negotiation, and formation of 
identities as legitimate teachers of English. This dominant ideology assigns signifi-
cance and value to nativeness in English as an essential qualification for language 
teaching competence (Phillipson, 1992). As a benchmark against which the knowl-
edge and competence required to teach English can be judged, nativeness is  valued 
over professional qualifications and experience. This prevalent ideology impacts 
the possible identities that NNESTs can imagine and enact in their teaching con-
texts. To illustrate this in practical terms, NNESTs tend to be considered less com-
petent to teach culture or conversational skills, especially when they have NEST 
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colleagues in the same institution. Yet they are allowed to act as test-preparation 
teachers or grammar experts. Regardless of their instructional competence, their 
recognition and positioning as fully legitimate and credible teachers of English is 
thwarted by their non-nativeness. However, while the dominant discourses and 
ideologies sound highly restrictive and determining for identity development, 
NNESTs can become empowered by developing their agency and transcending 
the boundaries and possibilities defined within those discourses and ideologies. 
By means of this defiant agency, they can reframe, refashion, and reposition their 
identities as legitimate practitioners of ELT via counterdiscourses divorced of the 
severely crippling effect of the native-speaker fallacy.

NNESTs’ biographical trajectories, especially their language-learning experi-
ences, hold a crucial role in the way they understand their work and life as teach-
ers of English. As they engage in the activities of teaching and learning to teach 
English, they largely rely on their biographical trajectories as an incipient frame of 
reference for interpreting and reinterpreting their current experiences and for 
negotiating meanings (Park, 2012; Kamhi-Stein, 2013). Certain people, events, and 
incidents stand out as significant and give shape to their well-established concep-
tions of learning and teaching English, which undergird this frame of reference. In 
most cases they are exposed to, and internalize, prevalent native-speaker ideolo-
gies as the one and only version of the “story” when they are learning English, 
because those ideologies are reproduced and perpetuated in dominant discourses 
through instructional materials, methodologies, and assessments. This exposure 
and internalization have a telling influence on whether or not they view and posi-
tion their teacher selves on the basis of their linguistic identity rather than on the 
basis of pedagogical qualifications.

Forming an empowered English language teacher identity requires for NNESTs 
to become cognizant of and deconstruct enduring conceptions stamped by native-
speaker norms. As part of their agency development, they need to discern the 
implicit link between those powerful conceptions and their language-learning 
experiences through critical retrospection and reflection. This link can be external-
ized in their autobiographical narratives, in which they reauthor and reconstrue 
their experiences as learners, users, and teachers of English (Kamhi-Stein, 2013). 
Through this externalization, they need to see the impact of native-speaker ideolo-
gies upon their self-designation and efforts to obtain external recognition and the 
validation of their professional legitimacy. In short, without critically revisiting 
their language-learning trajectories, NNESTs cannot develop a frame of reference 
that is stripped of the misconceptions rooted in native-speaker ideology (Pavlenko, 
2003) and engage in professional identity development being empowered with 
instructional competence.

The professional contexts in which NNESTs teach or learn to teach English rep-
resent another significant component in the complex web of factors that contribute 
to their identity development. Given their idiosyncratic social, cultural, and politi-
cal dynamics, subtleties, and undercurrents, professional contexts encompass 
practical, dialogic, and discursive spaces in which NNESTs negotiate their emerg-
ing and evolving identities (Rudolph, et  al., 2015). NNESTs configure and 
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reconfigure their identities as teachers of English as they utilize the tools, artifacts, 
and resources available in these contexts, interact with their colleagues, students, 
and students’ parents, and navigate the system of activities. They are in constant 
negotiation of meanings as they make strategic decisions concerning what social, 
cultural, and political resources they can use when they engage in their practice of 
teaching and respond to human relationships in their professional contexts. This 
context-driven negotiation is where the effects of native-speaker norms surface 
and (re)frame NNESTs’ linguistic identity in relation to their work as teachers of 
English.

NNESTs’ practical and discursive responses to their experiences in professional 
contexts determine whether they can become empowered as legitimate teachers 
whose only point of reference in terms of effective teaching is instructional compe-
tence. Teacher identity development is a winding and dynamic process with 
numerous ebbs and flows. NNESTs experience those fluctuations in their self-
designation and validation vis-à-vis others; and, if their context is infused by 
native-speaker ideologies, their self-evaluation and self-perception concentrate on 
their non-nativeness as a feature that makes them perpetually less competent than 
their native counterparts. Developing their agentive self in their contexts, NNESTs 
need to notice the impact of these contexts upon the way they understand them-
selves and their work. They can then strategically make use of the social, cultural, 
and political resources available to readjust their self-perception as ELT practition-
ers, decrease their own vulnerability when interacting with others, and maintain 
professional integrity and commitment in their places of work.

 Pedagogical Implications

Although this is not readily noticeable, NNESTs’ professional identities compre-
hensively influence their instructional practices. Due to current emphasis on easily 
modularized components of language teaching and teacher education (e.g., peda-
gogical knowledge and skill base), identity development has not been sufficiently 
discussed as a significant process in one’s professional growth. It resists and “risks 
being modularized” “in the dominant discourse of language teacher education” 
because of its abstract and complex nature (Morgan, 2004, p. 177). Identity devel-
opment repudiates the prevalent fashion in teacher learning and development, 
which is through segmented and isolated chunks of theoretical and practical 
knowledge. What is more, NNESTs’ empowerment is a highly complex and non-
linear process, with innumerable individual and contextual intricacies (Brutt-
Griffler & Samimy, 1999). Therefore understanding the pedagogical relevance of 
NNESTs’ identities necessitates considering (a) the impacts of dominant ELT dis-
courses, language-learning experiences, and professional contexts upon what the 
NNESTs attach significance and value to in their work and life, and (b) how these 
NNESTs view their place in social contexts.

First of all, NNESTs need to develop an awareness about the powerful link 
between their professional identities and their students’ identity negotiation and 
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development as English learners and users. If stained by native-speaker ideolo-
gies, NNESTs’ identities could be conducive only to the perpetuation of those 
disempowering ELT discourses in teaching settings. NNESTs’ professional iden-
tity embodies their instructional values and beliefs and constitutes an infrastruc-
ture that underlies their language-teaching practices. Their students’ identities as 
English language learners and users are tremendously affected by their teaching. 
Native-speaker norms condition NNESTs to see their work as facilitating English 
language learners’ efforts to approximate an idealized standard through one-size-
fits-all methods of language instruction and assessment. More importantly, they 
view their non-native status as a characteristic that makes them professionally less 
effective than their native colleagues. Holding those views, they cannot gain 
agency and claim ownership of English as language users and of English language 
teaching as practitioners. Therefore transforming their identities as powerful ELT 
professionals entails liberating them from the influence of native speakerism, 
which resides in dominant ELT discourses. Then they become capable of swim-
ming against the current and of creating a learning environment conducive to their 
students’ development of identities as users of English who can confidently claim 
ownership of the language.

Furthermore, NNESTs need to unpack and dismantle the dominant ELT dis-
courses that reinforce native-speaker ideologies and accompany misconceptions 
about learning and teaching English (Park, 2012). They need to see what those 
discourses encompass and how influential they are upon English learning, teach-
ing, and teacher education. This could be an unsettling process, which requires 
disrupting their previously held beliefs and practices. This process could be inte-
grated in language-teacher learning during pre-service teacher education or 
through professional development practices. Critical facilitators, readings, and 
discussions are mandatory in assisting NNESTs to discern the constraining effects 
of dominant ELT discourses. This assistance should lead them to see how those 
discourses are infused in language learning, teaching, and teacher-education con-
texts and how they value certain English uses over others, certain language- 
learning experiences and contexts over others, and certain teachers over others. 
NNESTs further see the manifestations of those discourses in their own contexts of 
language learning, using, and teaching.

NNESTs’ narrative accounts of learning, using, and teaching English present 
powerful and transformative meditational tools for the “externalization, verbali-
zation, and systematic examination” (Johnson & Golombek, 2011, p. 488) of their 
identities as English learners, users, and teachers. Narratives provide NNESTs 
with a dialogic space in which they can negotiate meanings and engage in the 
theorization of their own instruction, as it emerges from their own experiences. 
While narrating their life histories, they concomitantly narrate their selves (Kamhi-
Stein, 2013). Their critical reflection on past experiences signals the intersection of 
their current conceptualization and future aspirations, which are primarily rooted 
in this past and open possibilities to develop agency and revise their positioning 
in social contexts. Therefore teacher-education courses and professional develop-
ment endeavors should adopt narrative as their main tool to support NNESTs’ 
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identity negotiation and development. Narrative could function as a central con-
duit of teacher learning and identity development and could be integrated in 
almost all the activities of teacher education. Its implementation could range from 
language-learner autobiography (Pavlenko, 2003) to teacher research in the form 
of a narrative inquiry (Johnson & Golombek, 2011) and to informal class discus-
sions focused on sharing personal stories and critically teasing them out.

This complex process of identity empowerment should also afford NNESTs 
opportunities to see the intimate link between their emotions, their teaching, and 
their professional identities. Reflecting on their narratives, NNESTs need to notice 
how their emotions are informed by their identities and indicative of instructional 
values and priorities in which they are deeply invested (Benesch, 2012). Thus their 
identity development includes learning better what saddens, scares, annoys, frus-
trates, and stresses as well as what excites, animates, pleases, satisfies, and heart-
ens them as teachers in their teaching practice. In the same vein, they need to learn 
how to handle emotion-evoking experiences and how to keep their individual 
integrity as well as their commitment to professional teaching practice (Benesch, 
2012). Especially, it is of utmost importance to verbalize and examine NNESTs’ 
emotional responses to those situations that concern their linguistic identity as 
benchmarked by non-nativeness. This could be another way of unpacking the 
dominant native-speaker ideologies in ELT and of developing agency on the basis 
of the NNESTs’ own experiences.

Lastly, as another crucial implication for NNESTs’ empowerment, they need to 
be presented with multiple identity options (Park, 2012) when liberating their 
identities from native-speaker norms. Shaking off and deconstructing dominant 
ELT discourses, their identities go through readjustments and shifts in terms of 
their self-designation and efforts for seeking validation and credibility from oth-
ers. Therefore, in contrast to those discursively assigned to them, NNESTs need to 
be introduced to alternative options concerning the identities they can claim and 
try out, which underscores the agentive aspect of their identity development. For 
example, the discourses of English as an international language (EIL) or world 
Englishes (WE) could give NNESTs various routes to identities they can experi-
ment with, negotiate, enact, and construct (Park, 2012). Those discourses can intro-
duce them to the critical discussions that deconstruct and demystify the idealized 
notion of a native speaker, which pervades the field of ELT from language plan-
ning to high-stakes assessment. Also, they learn about localized varieties of English 
that are no less legitimate than the British and American “standard” Englishes. 
Because of the expanding use of English as lingua franca, they will discern why 
English is now the shared “commodity” of all those who uses it. Anglo-American 
culture is not the only culture in which interactions take place in English, so ELT 
should focus on the integration of local and international cultures into English 
classes. In this broadened perspective, NNESTs can position themselves as teach-
ers of EIL or WE with an emphasis on the varieties of English, or as bilingual or 
multilingual teachers of English with an emphasis on their linguistic identity. One 
caveat for the latter is that concentrating on linguistic competence could replace 
non-nativeness but still keep emphasis away from professional identity. However, 
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it is also important to note that, while nomenclature plays a significant role, what 
actually matters is how NNESTs conceptualize those identity routes and how com-
fortable they feel with these labels when they are defined professionally.

SEE ALSO: Agency and Marginalization; Divide Between Native English Speaker 
Teachers and Non-Native English Speaker Teachers: Dichotomy or Continuum?; 
Empowerment of Non-Native English Speaker Teachers; Equity and Inclusivity 
and Non-Native English Speaker Teachers; Idealization of Native Speakers and 
Native English Speaker Teachers; Native Speaker Fallacy; Native Speakerism; 
Non-Native Speaker Teacher; Teacher Qualifications, Professionalism, and 
Benchmarks; Ownership of English and Language
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This entry presents a critical discussion of non-native English speaker teachers’ (NNESTs) 
professional identities traditionally defined on the basis of these teachers’ linguistic com-
petence. It attempts to capture the complexities of NNESTs’ identity development by 
centering on the impacts of dominant English language teaching (ELT) discourses, 
English language learning experiences, and professional contexts. Conceiving of identity 
formation as a situated, dynamic, and ever-shifting process with numerous ebbs and 
flows, it highlights NNESTs’ negotiation of meanings for self-designation and external 
recognition. It also presents some pedagogical implications of their identities, particu-
larly about the ways NNESTs can adopt empowered agentive identities as ELT practi-
tioners, via transformative tools of narrative.
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