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ABSTRACT 

 

Research on student attitudes and motivation is extensive (Schumann, 1978; 

Gardner, 1989).  Student beliefs, although less researched, have also been studied 

(Woods, 1996).  Student beliefs towards their instructor’s native language could have an 

influence on their language study by impacting their language learning attitudes and 

motivation.  While the native speaker (NS)/non-native speaker (NNS) distinction has 

been widely discussed in the English as a Second Language (ESL1) context worldwide 

(Medgyes, 1992; Phillipson, 1992; Canagarajah, 1999), research pertaining to the foreign 

language (FL) teaching context in the United States is nearly nonexistent.  

This study contributes to the body of knowledge concerning the NS/NNS 

instructor dichotomy by focusing on the NNS FL teacher in the United States.  The goal 

of the investigation is to learn about the belief systems of American2 university students 

about what they believe are the general advantages and characteristics of NS and NNS 

instructors, as well as if they believe NS or NNS instructors are better instructors of 

specific areas of language study.  Their preference for NS or NNS instructors is also 

examined.  General relationships between the student characteristics of 1) being a 

Spanish major or minor and 2) having an interest to live in a Spanish-speaking country  

and 1) NS/NNS instructor superiority belief and 2) preference for NS or NNS instructors 

are also explored.  The instructors’ beliefs about language learning are compared to those 

                                                 
1 “ESL” will be used to denote both ESL and EFL situations.  Any instance in which “EFL” is used 
specifies EFL teaching from ESL instruction. 
   
2 “American student” is used to distinguish students born and raised in the United States and does not 
include international students temporally studying in the United States. 
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of their students.  Classroom observations were completed to provide a descriptive 

component of the teachers’ comportment in the classroom.   Data were collected through 

questionnaires administered to NS and NNS Spanish instructors and students enrolled in 

first or second-year Spanish courses at the University of Arizona; interviews with 

Spanish instructors and students; and classroom observations. 

The data were analyzed and general findings emerged related to students’ beliefs 

of NS or NNS instructors.  Data show that a majority of students do not believe NS or 

NNS are better overall and also do not have a general preference but rather have beliefs 

about what should be included in the language classroom.  Implications for FL programs, 

instructors, students, teacher development, and future studies are provided. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction to problem 

Student success in learning a second language (L23) or foreign language (FL) can 

be impacted positively or negatively by various factors, including their belief systems 

about how FLs should be taught and their belief systems regarding characteristics of the 

ideal language teacher.  Students possibly have beliefs systems concerning whether 

native speakers (NS4) or non-native speakers (NNS) of the target language are superior 

teachers, as well as generally more desirable as role models.  Beliefs systems are 

important to investigate because they direct the attitudes that develop which then 

influence motivation.  The ideology of an individual is comprised of various interrelated 

belief systems.  The personal characteristics of the person and their experiences shape 

his/her ideology.  In this investigation the students’ belief systems related to NS and NNS 

instructors, as part of their language ideology, is the focus.  The construction of a 

language ideology and a presentation of some of the beliefs in this ideology related to 

learning FLs are represented later in this chapter in Diagram 1.  A narrative elaboration of 

the model will also be given.   

As previously stated, students have beliefs about how an L2 should be learned 

(Ellis, 1994), and possess distinct beliefs about specific aspects of language study such as 

                                                 
3 The term “second language” will be used to denote both second languages and foreign languages. 
“Foreign language” will be used to specify only foreign languages, or rather when a language is being 
learned in a context in which the language is not spoken natively. 
4 The abbreviations NS and NNS will be used to denote the singular and plural as commonly done in 
current literature. 
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the importance of studying grammar and pronunciation.  The area of language students’ 

beliefs has been investigated to a lesser degree than that of attitudes.  However, there are 

various studies showing the influence of student beliefs on language learning (Wenden, 

1986, 1987; Abraham & Vann, 1987; Horwitz, 1987).  Teacher beliefs and the influence 

of these beliefs on their teaching have also been researched sparingly (Clark & Yinger, 

1979; Shavelson & Stern, 1981).   

The distinction between NS and NNS instructors has been shown to have a 

profound effect on the experiences of both English as a Second Language (ESL) students 

and instructors worldwide (Tajino & Tajino, 2000; Goulet, 2001).  As a result of these 

studies, suggestions for both NS and NNS ESL instructors have been provided (Medgyes, 

1994) to strengthen the teaching of both groups of instructors and to better meet the needs 

and expectations of their students.  Medgyes discusses the strengths of both NS and NNS 

teachers.  Medgyes’ affirmation of the strengths of NNS instructors helps validate them 

as professionals because a bias towards NS instructors had existed in the Teaching 

English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) profession.  This will be discussed in 

greater depth in Chapter Two.   

However, a study similar to Medgyes’ is lacking for the FL teaching context in 

the United States.  It is unknown whether FL students in the United States believe that 

NS teachers are superior teachers, as has often been found in the ESL or EFL context.  It 

is imperative to understand the belief systems students possess regarding the superiority 

of NS or NNS teachers in order to more effectively provide pedagogical suggestions for 

FL instructors. 
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It is unknown if the bias in favor of NS instructors present in TESOL is also 

pervasive within the FL profession in the United States, or whether students prefer NNS 

of the FL, namely NS of English.  Thus, a better understanding of the students’ belief 

systems, an acknowledgement of the experiences of both NS and NNS instructors, a 

discussion of the strengths of each group, and a list of pedagogical implications could 

lead to more confident and effective FL teaching. 

 

Problem description 

The issue of student preference for NS or NNS of the language being taught is an 

area widely researched in the TESOL profession.  Research has explored the question of 

who is perceived to be a superior instructor by students and how this belief system affects 

the instructors’ and students’ experiences.  The instructors’ experiences have been more 

abundantly described in the literature than the students’ experiences or beliefs.  However, 

it is vital to look at the belief systems of students related to NS/NNS instructors, because 

various consequences for learning and teaching are possible as will be subsequently 

demonstrated.  To exemplify, the variable of language background of the instructor, 

including his/her L1, is one component that can influence students’ motivation because of 

existing belief systems.  Due to the fact that motivation, as well as language learning 

attitudes and attitudes towards the target language and speakers of the target language, 

have been shown in studies to greatly impact SLA success, it will be worthwhile to 

understand beliefs that may influence student attitudes and motivation.   
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The issue of teacher preference with respect to the NS/NNS distinction has not 

been investigated in the FL teaching context in the United States.  Thus, there is a true 

deficiency in the literature on student belief systems about NS/NNS FL instructors in the 

United States.  It is crucial to explore this field, including the experiences of NS and NNS 

FL teachers in the United States, the beliefs students possess regarding whether NS or 

NNS make better language teachers, and what factors influence their belief systems.  The 

population of American FL students and their beliefs about NS and NNS teachers is not 

understood.  This study examines this population in Tucson, Arizona and importantly 

emphasizes the perspective of the students.  Their beliefs are then compared to those of 

their teachers.  This comparison between teachers and their students has also not been 

previously done.  Data from this research study lead to implications for language 

instructors, teacher development, FL programs, FL students, and future studies.   

An overview of the key issues in this study will now be given. 

Introduction to key issues 

Beliefs 

Beliefs are a set of assumptions that an individual possesses, which are ingrained, 

personal, and constructed over time and through different experiences (Woods, 1996).  

Woods establishes that “People unconsciously internalize beliefs about language 

throughout their lives, and so the beliefs about what language is, what ‘proper’ language 

is, and so on, vary from individual to individual and are often deeply held” (p.186).  The 

beliefs held by both language students and instructors can have a profound impact on 

how successful the students are at learning the language, the preferred approach of 
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instructors, as well as the interaction between students and instructors.  Belief systems 

lead to attitudes, which involve an evaluative response.  What will determine if the 

attitude that emerges is positive or negative, and to what degree it is positive or negative, 

is the closely related belief system.  Student motivation is determined by a multitude of 

factors including their attitudes and belief systems.  Thus, belief systems and attitudes, 

such as a learner’s belief about NS or NNS instructor superiority, can affect motivation, 

but it will be just one of many variables.   

 

Ideology 

It is essential to include a discussion of ideology when discussing belief systems, 

because many belief systems then form an ideology.  Ideology is fundamental in cultural 

studies and is tied to many different areas, such as language.  People have a language 

ideology.  An individual’s language ideology will contain beliefs such as whether it is 

important to be multi-lingual and how L2s are most efficiently learned.  Language 

ideologies can become the root of disagreement in situations concerning language shift 

and multi- or bilingualism (Tsitsipis, 1998).  Additional issues related to language 

ideology include group membership, language ownership, and the use of language as a 

cultural, social, or political symbol.   

The issue of language ownership is especially pertinent in the present discussion, 

because belief systems regarding if NS or NNS are superior language teachers could be 

directly tied to an ideological system concerning who owns a language.  For instance, in 

the TESOL profession, NS of English have been favored perhaps because of a common, 
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pervasive ideology of ESL students and members of the TESOL profession in general 

that only NS of English from certain countries possess an ownership over English and 

thus are entitled to teach it.  Identity is a more encompassing term describing the 

uniqueness of an individual in part based on their ideologies, such as their language 

ideology. Social identity theory, which discusses the construction of an individual’s 

identity, is reviewed in Chapter Two. 

 

Attitudes and motivation 

 A discussion of attitudes is necessary due to the strong, undeniable 

interrelationship between attitudes and belief systems.  The attitudes possessed by 

students and teachers are diverse and fall on a continuum.  Student attitudes have been 

shown to have a profound impact on their SLA success.  Attitudes stem from personal 

characteristics, are intricately related to motivation, and are linked to beliefs.  I will later 

discuss these areas, including the area of motivation, because of its strong relationship to 

attitudes, as demonstrated in numerous research studies reviewed in Chapter Two.  

Likewise, it is possible to hypothesize that belief systems influence motivation along with 

attitudes due to the intimate relationship between all three.  Thus, for example, if students 

come to class with a belief that NS make superior teachers, and they have a NNS teacher, 

their motivation to succeed in the class could be affected.  

 Motivation includes sociopsychological, affective, cognitive, and situational 

aspects (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991), and can be influenced by instructor variables such as 

gender, age, teaching style, L1, and native culture.  Instructor variables, such as those 
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listed above, as well as the instructor’s methodology, are categorized as part of the 

classroom level in Crookes and Schmidt’s construct of motivation (1991).  Chapter Two 

will explore this model of motivation in detail. 

 Ellis (1994) states that there is a reciprocal relationship between SLA success and 

student language attitudes.  Due to this juxtaposition between attitudes and achievement, 

students who begin with positive attitudes and also experience success in learning the L2 

will have these positive attitudes strengthened, and thus want to learn more.  On the other 

hand, negative attitudes will also be reinforced by limited success learning the L2.  The 

belief systems of students could also influence their SLA success.  This close, strong, 

influential relationship between attitudes and belief systems, which affects motivation 

and stems from identity and ideology, is represented later in this chapter in Diagram 1. 

  

The native speaker and non-native speaker instructor 

 Learning success is impacted by student belief systems, including their belief 

systems towards the characteristics language instructors should possess, like the L1 of the 

instructor.  There is a significant amount of research concerning the issue of the L1 of 

English instructors worldwide, however the research is lacking for this same issue for FL 

instructors in the United States.  Research presented in Chapter Two will demonstrate 

that a preference for NS of English has been present in the TESOL profession.  However, 

these findings cannot be generalized to the FL teaching profession in the United States 

due to its unique political, economic and social position. 
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 Phillipson (1992) calls the belief that the ideal ESL teacher is a NS of English the 

“native speaker fallacy.”  Although the situation present in the TESOL profession is 

unique due to the widespread teaching and learning of English (Canagarajah, 2001), this 

“native speaker fallacy” could also be a factor in FL teaching in the United States.  

Phillipson selects the designation “fallacy” due to the glaring fact that being a NS of a 

language in no way guarantees that a teacher will be successful at teaching his/her L1.  

Phillipson stresses that there is no “scientific validity” (p. 195) to support the assertion 

that NS are superior language instructors.   

Furthermore, he asserts that any advantages NS may have due to a greater 

competence in areas such as linguistic and cultural proficiency can be taught to NNS.  

For instance, although it is true that NS may know more idiomatic expressions, this social 

linguistic competence can also be gained by NNS.  The acquisition of idiomatic 

expressions could just be one of the areas on which NNS instructors will consciously 

need to work to develop. 

 

Graduate associate teachers 

 It is now common for graduate students to comprise a significant portion of the 

instructor population teaching undergraduate students at large public universities in the 

United States (Luo et al., 2000). Graduate student instructors are referred to by different 

names such as teaching assistants (TAs) and graduate assistant/associate teachers 

(GATs).  I will use the term GAT, because that is what is used at the University of 

Arizona, where my investigation was conducted.  The job responsibilities of both 
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graduate assistants and graduate associates are identical, however assistants are studying 

at the master level and associates at the doctoral level.  GATs now account for 25% to 

38% of the faculty responsible for teaching the undergraduate students in some 

universities (Luo et al., 2000).  In universities such as Yale, GATs have accounted for 

53% of the undergraduate faculty (Rosati, 1995).  These graduate student instructors are 

both international and domestic.  Numerous issues surround the GAT population 

including their training, their teaching experience, and their responsibilities.  Their 

responsibilities can range from grading papers to leading laboratory sessions to being the 

sole instructor of a class in charge of lesson preparation, teaching and student assessment 

like the responsibilities of the GATs in the current study (Nyquist & Wulff, 1996; 

Sarkisisan, 1997).   

 The purpose in this investigation is to delve into student belief systems about 

whether NS or NNS make superior language teachers and whom they prefer as their 

language instructor; and also to describe reasons why they possess these beliefs.  Beliefs 

and attitudes are distinct issues, yet with a strong connection and interrelationship 

between them, as well as to other issues, such as motivation.  Belief systems comprise 

students’ ideologies and help make up their personal identity.  Diagram 1 demonstrates 

the various factors that I see as contributing to an individual’s construction of the belief 

systems in his/her ideology related to learning FLs.  One of these beliefs concerns, NS or 

NNS instructor superiority.  In the current investigation in order to address the 

participants’ belief systems, questionnaire items asked for their preference for a NS or 

NNS instructor, and then also for their belief about who is a superior teacher.  Moreover, 
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the participants’ beliefs about language learning in general and the superiority of NS or 

NNS instructors of teaching areas such as pronunciation and culture are explored.  

Finally, in order to learn about the personal characteristics helping construct student 

belief systems, extensive questions concerning their language learning and teaching 

experiences, and L1 and culture are included.   

I will now provide a description of the principal components and sub-components 

of my model.   

 

Diagram components of construction of ideology towards learning foreign languages 

“Personal characteristics and experiences” component 

 Personal characteristics and experiences construct an individual’s language 

ideology.  I am addressing students’ and instructors’ ideologies towards learning FLs in 

this study.  This ideology is part of a larger language ideology, which includes issues 

such as their attitudes towards speakers of different language varieties of their L1.  The 

personal characteristics that construct an ideology towards learning FLs include a 

person’s gender, age, L1, culture, religion, profession, socioeconomic class, personality, 

and values.  The experiences helping shaping ideology can include characteristics of their 

past language learning experiences such as the teachers they have had, grades they 

earned, as well as their professional experiences, and personal experiences such as the 

various cultures they have visited.   

 

 

 



 

26

“Beliefs” component 

 Various belief systems comprise an ideology, such as the current ideology being 

addressed.  Student beliefs about NS or NNS instructors develop in part through their 

classroom experiences.  The backgrounds of the teachers of these classes can be seen as 

positive or negative depending on the student’s enjoyment of the class through the 

activities completed in class and the teacher’s overall pedagogical style and disposition 

both in class and perhaps outsides of class.  The student’s success learning the L2 and 

academic achievement in the class can also influence whether the personal characteristics 

of the teacher are positively or negatively viewed by the students.  These personal 

characteristics include the teacher’s age, L1, and, gender, as well as his/her approaches to 

teaching, activities used in class and forms of assessment employed.  Learners have 

beliefs about what it means to be a NS of a language or a NNS of a language.  This is part 

of their language ideology.   

 

“Attitudes” component  

 Attitudes involve an evaluative reaction towards various subjects such as an issue, 

a group of people, or an activity like learning a language (Bootzin et al., 1992).  Attitudes 

develop from existing belief systems that make up ideologies and help construct an 

individual’s identity.  Learners have both beliefs about and attitudes towards the target 

language and target culture(s), as well as beliefs about how languages should be taught, 

and how they themselves best learn languages.  The students’ attitudes and beliefs are 

influenced by their professional goals and classroom experiences.  The attitudes students 

 



 

27

possess can either raise or lower their motivation.  There is an intimate relationship 

between beliefs and attitudes; based on their belief systems students may develop positive 

or negative attitudes.   

 Studies have shown the relationship between attitudes and motivation and success 

learning an L2.  Because belief systems are related to students’ attitudes and motivation, 

when the belief system of a student is altered, modification of their attitudes and 

motivation is additionally possible.  Change could occur because of new language 

learning experiences or other life experiences.  Change could be stimulated by contact 

with the target culture or NS or the acquisition of new information about the target 

culture.  Modification of belief systems and attitudes is significant, because beliefs and 

attitudes may be possessed that are either false or cannot be determined as false, yet are 

barriers to the students’ SLA success. 

 Although student attitudes are not the focus of the model, or the study, it is 

necessary to include a discussion of attitudes and motivation because of their close 

relation to belief systems. 

 

“Motivation” component 

A learner’s motivation will be influenced by one or many belief systems and 

attitudes.  The students’ beliefs about NS and NNS instructors are just one factor that can 

influence a learner’s motivation.  As with all beliefs, it depends on the individual to 

determine if this is a significant belief with regard to its impact on his//her motivation.
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Statement of the problem  

Train (2003) states, “whether learners can or want to acquire the native speaker 

norm is not generally taken into account according to the dominant ideology” (p.8).  It is 

important to consider the belief systems students possess about language learning and 

approximating NS proficiency, however this area has not been studied, thus an 

exploration into students’ belief systems regarding NS norms and the desirability of 

acquiring a native-like accent can help fill in this pedagogical gap.   

Within the TESOL profession issues related to NS or NNS instructors of English 

have been examined extensively.  However, studies addressing American FL students’ 

beliefs towards having NS or NNS instructors are scarce.  In TESOL studies addressing 

NS and NNS instructor factors, the perspective of the instructors has been the preferred 

vantage point for exploration.  Thus, I propose that it is also imperative to work to 

understand the NS/NNS instructor issue from the students’ perspective.  This study 

additionally compares the FL students’ belief systems to their instructor’s, thus including 

both perspectives in the discussion.    

 This study is specifically addressing the learning of Spanish as a FL by university 

students in Tucson, Arizona.  Due to the close proximity of Tucson to the United 

States/Mexican border, as well as, the popularity of the Mexican beaches, students may 

have visited Mexico and may possibly go to Mexico fairly frequently for activities like 

going out to the local bars and dance clubs, shopping, and vacationing in general.  Items 

on the questionnaire specifically address their experiences traveling in foreign countries.    
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This investigation poses the following questions: 

Research questions: 

1) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona believe NS or NNS are     

better Spanish instructors in general and of specific areas of language study5?  

Why?  

2) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona prefer to be taught  

 by NS or NNS of the target language?  Why? 

 3)  Are there differences in students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors based  

  on their choice of becoming a Spanish major or minor? 

  4)       Are there differences in students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors based 

  on their interest to live in a Spanish-speaking country? 

   5)     Are there differences in the language learning beliefs6 of students based on 

  whether they believe NS or NNS are better teachers? 

    6)     Are the beliefs of the students towards NS/NNS instructors similar to those of  

 their instructors? 

                                                 
5 The specific areas of language study being addressed in this research include the teaching of 
pronunciation, grammar, speaking ability, writing, reading, ability to understand spoken language, 
colloquial language usage, cultural knowledge, and vocabulary. 
6 The beliefs relate to the importance of: developing a native-like accent, learning about the target culture in 
class, learning the grammar of the target language and learning colloquial expressions. 
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Significance of the study 

The data gathered through questionnaires, interviews, and observations in this 

study have a number of pedagogical implications: 1) The findings inform instructors of 

the beliefs held by their students; and 2) They provide the stimulation to reflect on their 

own experiences as either a NS or NNS FL instructor.  Implications for teacher 

development and FL programs for example emerge from the data, as well as pedagogical 

suggestions for FL instructors.  These data also contribute to the area of beliefs in 

general.  This area is important to understand in greater depth, because of issues such as 

student and instructor beliefs changing through different experiences.  Belief system 

modification could possibly lead to more effective FL teaching and more successful SLA.  

Thus, if the students’ current beliefs are better understood, so researchers, administrators, 

and teachers more accurately know the belief systems that the students bring to the 

classroom, especially the beliefs that may discourage SLA success, they can better know 

what types of activities, conversations, or possibly workshops could challenge these 

current belief systems. 

There is wide diversity among GATs teaching Spanish at large universities.  

Among the sources for this diversity are the GAT’s L1 and language variety, native 

culture, teaching experience, GAT training, language learning experience, teaching style, 

gender, age, level of proficiency achieved by NNS in the target language, and future 

professional plans.  Due to the heterogeneous nature of this population it is difficult to 

design adequate and appropriate teacher training.  This population is representative of the 

extreme diversity among teachers in the FL profession in the United States.  Studies 
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investigating student beliefs can be beneficial by yielding pedagogical implications 

(Mori, 2002).    

As mentioned previously, a large body of research exists concerning how the 

characteristic of being either a NS or NNS of English affects those in the TESOL 

profession (Phillipson, 1992; Medgyes, 1992, 1994; Amin, 1997, 1999; Braine, 1999; 

Liu, 1999; Canagarajah, 1999, 2001; Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 1999; Cook, 1999; Edge, 

1988; Tang, 1997).  However, this area remains relatively unexplored in the context of 

FL education in the United States.  Since FLs are commonly taught in the United States, 

both at the secondary and post-secondary educational levels, it is important for this body 

of knowledge to be developed.  This study can confirm or contradict the findings of 

previous studies related to the TESOL profession using new groups of subjects.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction to past research 

 The goal of this research is to explore the beliefs held by students studying 

Spanish at the University of Arizona, and their instructors, as to whether NS or NNS 

make superior teachers.  Further, this study examines factors that may have contributed to 

these belief systems, such as personal characteristics and past language learning or 

language teaching experiences.  A number of belief systems on a topic construct an 

ideology.  In order to create a foundation for this exploration it is necessary to review 

past studies conducted on student and teacher beliefs, student attitudes, which are very 

often linked to student motivation and, issues related to language ideology and identity, 

GAT characteristics, and finally most pertinent to the current investigation, issues related 

to NS and NNS instructors.  Although the focus of the investigation includes student 

beliefs systems and NS and NNS instructors in the United States, it is important to set up 

a basis of understanding of issues connected to the foci of the study, because it is 

beneficial to study issues such as these, not in isolation, but in association with related 

issues.  Thus, foundational and current research will be discussed for each of these 

important areas beginning with the beliefs of students and instructors. 

 

Beliefs  

A belief system is defined by Linde (1980) as a “set of beliefs which is coherent, 

which is focused around some central issue, and which is not held by everyone in a given 
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culture” (p. 13).  Language learners bring belief systems to the classroom about a 

multitude of factors, including about the language being learned, speakers of the target 

language, the target cultures, as well as about how languages are best learned and taught, 

taking into account characteristics of the instructor.  

Students have beliefs about how languages are best learned (Fan, 1999; Seong, 

1999; Bialystok, 1981).  Bialystok found that learners studying French in Canada have 

beliefs about whether languages should be learned in a more formal or functional manner.  

This belief impacted the strategies the students chose to aid their language study.   

Student beliefs related to NS or NNS instructors are discussed later in this chapter in the 

section on NS and NNS instructors.  Wenden (1987) explored FL students’ beliefs at an 

American university through semi-structured interviews.  Based on the data she formed 

three general categories of student beliefs: 1) use of the language; 2) learning about the 

language; and 3) importance of personal factors.  Her study participants’ beliefs differed 

greatly; however, she was able to categorize their dominating beliefs as belonging to one 

of the three categories.       

Students and teachers have beliefs about language teaching concerning areas such 

as the role of grammar in the classroom and, additionally, if it should be a taught in a 

more implicit or explicit manner.  Burgess and Etherington (2002) addressed the beliefs 

of 48 instructors at British university language centers to see if they supported an 

approach with Focus on Form or Focus on Meaning (Doughty & Williams, 1998), using 

an in-depth questionnaire producing both quantitative and qualitative data.  Overall, they 

found that the instructors did see value in including grammar in their teaching for reasons 
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such as helping the students when faced with writing a formal composition.  Finally, it 

was revealed that the teachers believed that a Focus on Form approach was preferable to 

a Focus on Meaning approach.  

Teachers bring beliefs about language learning and teaching to the classroom 

(Allen, 2002; Woods, 1996), which play a role in their decision-making, judgments, 

behavior, and teaching/learning priorities.  Clark and Yinger (1979) referred to teacher 

beliefs as ‘implicit theories’ about how languages are taught and learned.  Abelson (1979) 

stated that there is not a distinction between teachers’ background knowledge, or what 

they know, and the teachers’ beliefs, or what they believe.  Because of this, Abelson 

views teacher knowledge and teacher beliefs as points on a spectrum of meaning.  

Horwitz (1985) asserted that by helping instructors make their belief systems explicit, 

their professional development is aided.  Woods (1996) supports the use of BAK, 

including instructors’ beliefs, assumptions, and knowledge, rather than trying to separate 

these concepts.  BAK is similar to the concept of schema (Woods, 1996; Anderson, 

1977).  The knowledge aspect of BAK includes both instructional knowledge and content 

knowledge (Shulman, 1986). 

The beliefs of instructors about language, language learning and language 

teaching will shape their priorities and behavior in the classroom.  Based on these beliefs, 

instructors will ground their teaching in different approaches, such as a functional 

approach, a humanistic approach, or a communicative approach (Omaggio-Hadley, 

2001).  The selection of the approach will lead to different pedagogical methods, and the 

implementation of different techniques or strategies (Liu, 1999).  Language teachers even 
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have different beliefs about language in general.  Instructors may view language as 

knowledge (an entity to be known), or it may also be viewed as abilities (something to be 

done).   Woods stresses that there is a common goal at the highest and most abstract level 

of learning and teaching languages, namely for students to learn the language.  However, 

instructors take different paths in an attempt to move towards this goal, partly due to their 

beliefs.  Nevertheless, the effect of instructors’ beliefs and assumptions on their actual 

teaching has not been examined.   

Because teachers and students enter the classroom with existing belief systems it 

is important to address the issue of the modification of belief systems over time.  Horwitz 

(1985) investigated the belief systems of pre-service FL teachers entering a methods 

course.  By helping future teachers make their beliefs explicit, she believes their 

experience in the methods class will be enriched, since the material covered in the 

methods class will be processed and internalized according to their belief systems.  In 

order to do this, Horwitz created the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory 

(BALLI), which is still being used in studies on student and teacher beliefs.  The BALLI 

contains 27 Likert-scale items.  Horwitz stressed that understanding certain beliefs, such 

as the belief that some students are unable or nearly unable to learn a FL can lead to 

negative expectations on the part of the teacher, which drastically impede the chance of 

SLA success by the student.  Thus, if the methods teacher discovers that some students 

have this belief; it would be beneficial to spend time discussing the multitude of factors 

that can contribute to SLA success beyond language aptitude. 
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 Horwitz further found that methods students frequently believed that languages 

vary with regard to how difficult they are to learn, and interestingly, they thought that the 

language they were teaching was relatively easy to learn.  One lingering question is the 

degree to which the implementation of tools such as the BALLI can result in long-term 

change in teaching. 

 Armaline and Hoover (1989), like Horwitz, acknowledged the importance of 

instructors articulating their teaching philosophies, thus making them aware of their 

beliefs.  Then, through critical reflection, the instructors are able to work to adjust their 

beliefs.  Methods teachers could thus provide the necessary steps to facilitate this process 

through activities such as microteaching or observations, which afford opportunities for 

reflection. 

 As previously stated, the issue of the ability of student and teacher beliefs to 

change over time is significant because beliefs may be held that stimulate negative 

attitudes and lower motivation or false beliefs may also be held.  Harrington and Hertel 

(2000) administered two surveys to pre-service language instructors at the beginning and 

at the completion of a methods course and found evidence that beliefs can be modified 

over time.  Harrington and Hertel stated that it is crucial to provide opportunities and the 

tools to instructors to become aware of their belief systems through reflection.  This 

position supports the work of other researchers such as Horwitz and Armaline and 

Hoover.  The provision of these opportunities and tools for self-reflection can be an 

empowering experience because the teachers can be more aware of possible tendencies or 

biases present in their teaching because of their belief systems.   
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 Harrington and Hertel’s findings provided evidence that beliefs can be modified 

over time.  For instance, there were statistically significant changes with regard to the 

participants’ beliefs concerning whether students’ motivation to learn a language directly 

influences their SLA success.  Beliefs also positively changed regarding the position that 

anyone is capable of learning an L2.  With respect to the NS/NNS distinction, the 

instructors grew to believe that it is increasingly important to expose students to NS 

speech.  This is interesting, especially when the qualitative statements are analyzed, 

because feelings of authenticity of NS speech emerge.  These feelings are similar to those 

expressed in other studies (Medgyes, 1994; Widdowson, 2002).  Finally, the students in 

the methods class changed to believe that there is a strong relationship between student 

motivation and the inclusion of cultural information.  Additional studies such as Murphey 

and Arao (2001), also demonstrate that beliefs can change through the use of peer role 

models and a specialized video series.  

   

Identity and ideology 

 The previous discussion concerned beliefs of teachers and students.  I will now 

turn to the area of identity and ideology.  An ideology is made up of various belief 

systems (Carson & Butcher, 1992), thus it is a more encompassing term.  The ideologies 

of an individual help construct his/her identity.  This identity is unique and coherent.  The 

current investigation is concerned with an individual’s language ideology about learning 

FLs and then specifically the belief of NS/NNS instructor superiority.   
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Ideology is a complex issue.  However, four recurring themes can be identified 

(Woolard, 1998).  First, ideology has to do with people’s beliefs, attitudes, and ideas; it is 

a mental construction.  Ideologies have been viewed as both consciously constructed, as 

well as constructed unconsciously with the individual not being aware of their ideologies.  

Next, ideology is based on one’s experiences according to one’s social position.  

Ideologies cannot be viewed as universally true; they are constructed according to one’s 

point of view.  Third, ideology is directly related to issues of power, or rather, an 

individual’s social, political, and economic position in society.  Rhetoric reflects these 

power issues, like the distinction between what is “ours” and “theirs.”  This division can 

be applied to the issue of language background.  Woolard states “…ideology is always 

the tool, property, or practice of dominant social groups; the cultural conceptions and 

practices of subordinate groups are by definition nonideological” (p. 7).  Lastly, 

distortion or error can be present in ideology due to the motivation to protect one’s power 

and esteemed social position.  

Hymes (1984) views language ideology as evolving from a series of steps.  First, 

a language is labeled, and then the speakers of that language are examined, from which 

an ideology is created.  There is competition between ideologies in any society at any 

point in history.  Members within distinct social groups actively work together to create a 

shared ideology (Silverstein, 1998).  Woolard (1998) concluded by stating that an 

examination of ideology can help draw a relationship between social identity theory and 

linguistics.   
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Individual identities are constructed involving membership within a social group 

and have a pervasive ideology.  Maintaining in-group identity is a powerful incentive and 

may promote negative attitudes towards outsiders (Bresnahan et al., 2002) and negative 

evaluations of other ideologies.  Group membership assigns a certain identity to all its 

members.  This in-group membership can be formidable.  According to social identity 

theory, a phonologically dissimilar accent sets someone apart as different (Bresnahan & 

Kim, 1993; White & Li, 1991); it is a marker to members of other groups that this person 

is an out-group member.  Social identity theory is used as an explanation by Bresnahan et 

al. (2002) to account for the common intolerance of NNS GATs by undergraduate 

students in the United States. Rubin and Smith (1990) reported that 40% of 

undergraduate students revealed that they try to avoid classes taught by international 

teaching assistants (ITAs).  Lambert (1967) acknowledged that social identity theory can 

cause speakers to prefer a language variety that is most similar to their in-group language 

variety.   

Along these same lines, various studies have provided evidence that foreign 

accents that are more intelligible are rated more positively (Cargile & Giles, 1998; Giles 

et al., 1987).  Bresnahan et al. (2002) stipulated the previous hypothesis when they began 

their study researching the attitudinal and affective responses of 311 undergraduate 

students towards NNS speech in English.  The participants listened to tapes of NS and 

NNS speech.  The tapes varied with regard to the intelligibility of the NNS speech, as 

well as the status of the NS and NNS speakers, for instance whether the speakers were 

described as friends or instructors of the participants.  The questionnaire results of the 
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undergraduate students showed comparable affective and attitudinal responses for NS 

speech and the NNS speech that was intelligible.  Moreover, the participants’ ethnic 

identity was revealed as a significant factor influencing the students’ attitudes towards the 

NNS speech on the tapes.  Students with a stronger ethnic identity as an American 

exhibited a greater preference for the NS American English speech.  Finally, with regard 

to the status of the speakers on the tapes, the participants rated the speakers who were 

told to be “friends” as significantly more attractive and dynamic over the “instructors” 

regardless of condition, with the “friend” speakers being rated significantly more 

positively than the “instructors” even if their accent was highly unintelligible.  The 

findings of this study are interesting, because they show that a person’s desire or 

motivation to understand another’s speech greatly affects how much is actually 

understood.  This desire to either understand or not understand the speaker can be derived 

from existing ideologies. 

Language is used as a social, cultural, and political symbol (Heller, 1999).  U. N. 

Singh (1998) calls the NS a political construct.  This political construct has social and 

professional consequences.  Additionally, because language and culture are inextricably 

bound, when a person is in the process of learning a language, he/she is also learning 

about the culture of the speakers of that language (Halliday, 1975; Chiang & Schmidt, 

2002).   Different social, professional, and political constructs are created for a language 

based on whether it is the L1 or L2 of a person.   

The varieties of a language also have general constructs regarding how 

prestigious they are viewed by society.  The standard variety of a language encompasses 
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a language ideology, as well as the non-standard varieties of a language.  Language 

ideology can be analyzed at many levels; there are macropolitical issues, as well as 

microinteractional issues (Gal, 1998).  Macropolitical issues concern areas such as who is 

deemed a NS because of issues related to the international status of countries due to 

factors like their economic position.   The communication between an elementary school 

instructor and a student constitutes an example of microinteractional issues.  When an 

investigation on language ideology is conducted, it should be extensive due to these 

different levels.  Silverstein (1998) established that linguistic evolution and structure 

cannot be fully understood without addressing ideology.     

One of the issues related to the NS/NNS distinction is ownership of the language 

(Annamalai, 1998).  Student beliefs that NS are better FL teachers could be attributed to 

the presence of an ideology that only NS are the true possessors of this language.  NNS 

are viewed as illegitimate, unauthentic users of this language.  A foreign accent is an 

overt marker that someone is different, and thus from the out-group.  On the other hand, 

students may also prefer NNS who are members not of the social group of the language 

being learned, but rather members of their in-group so they can have a common linguistic 

and cultural background.  The students will also be going through the same SLA process 

as their instructors. 

The issue of authenticity of a language privileges the NS and puts the NNS at a 

disadvantage (Widdowson, 2002).  The perspective that NNS are unauthentic users of the 

language can influence NNS construction of self-identity.  Identities can be self-ascribed 

or imposed by others (Davies, 1991).  Insiders may have difficulty ascribing their identity 
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to an outsider.  Their identity may be viewed as a privilege of birth or education.  In 

essence, it can be extremely hard to move between groups.  It is possible that there is 

incongruence between an individual’s self-identity and imposed identity.  For example, 

Chiang and Schmidt (2002) analyzed the literacy essays of Asian-American students 

studying at the University of California at Berkeley.  Chiang and Schmidt also collected 

data through surveys and interviews about the participants’ beliefs about their linguistic 

proficiency in the languages they knew, or English and Mandarin for example.  The 

questions additionally asked the subjects if they considered themselves a NS or NNS of 

the languages they knew, and importantly why they believed themselves to be a NS or 

NNS of the different languages.  The data revealed that the students frequently felt 

insecure about their linguistic abilities in English as well as in their other language, such 

as Mandarin.  Comments often reflected a disparity between self-identity, imposed 

identity by family members, and imposed identity by society.  In the interviews, 

comments were made acknowledging the students’ difficulty in categorizing themselves 

as NS or NNS of English.  Sixty percent of the students viewed themselves as NS of 

English and 40% as NNS.  However, only 28% of the students that identified as NS of 

English learned English as their L1.  This characteristic to have a language other than 

English as an L1, yet have the self-identity of NS of English is common to other groups 

such as Chicanos in the United States.     

 The issue of who is considered a NS of English is believed to be related to issues 

of colonialism and imperialism (Vandrick, 2002; R. Singh, 1998).  Vandrick in 

describing her experiences as a NS ESL teacher mentions feeling that somehow she was 
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viewed as entitled to the privilege to teach English; this was her imposed identity.  She 

remarks that she felt uncomfortable with the colonial notions of colonialism she felt in 

the ESL classroom.  She states that NS of Western Englishes may have their instructional 

approach and thinking partially constructed by these colonial notions, even though it 

probably is unconscious and they have their students’ best interests at heart.   

 Li (1999) discusses her construction of identity based on her language and 

culture.  She states that she realized that she is seen as an outsider by both the American 

and Chinese societies, although she feels comfortable functioning in both languages and 

cultures, and thus sees herself as an insider to both societies.  She acknowledges that in 

reality her position is likely in the periphery between both cultures.  Li came to study in 

the United States in college and recounts feelings of embarrassment in her graduate 

courses because her English was not like the NS in the class.  Li had to begin a process of 

constructing her identity as a NNS of English, as well as acknowledge that she also had 

an imposed identity from external sources, such as the countries known in TESOL as “the 

Center,” or rather, the industrially and economically advanced countries in the West that 

have English as their L1, namely the United States, Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and 

Canada.   

Li discusses her career as a scholar, both writing and publishing in English, as an 

outsider/insider.  The process of developing as a NNS scholarly writer was a struggle, 

resulting in Li not publishing for ten years after her dissertation, because of comments 

made to her by a professor. This often difficult process of affirming oneself as a NNS 

professional in a field that values NS has been described in other studies (Kramsch & 
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Lam, 1999; Connor, 1999).  Appropriately, Li has received positive comments through 

the years, related to issues such as Li’s eloquence and compassion in stressing the 

cultural sensitivity that teachers must possess.  She still wrestles with insecurities 

regarding her English proficiency, although as previously stated, she self-ascribes the 

identity of insider to herself in both the Chinese and American cultures. 

   

Attitudes and motivation 

As stated in Chapter One, students’ beliefs direct their attitudes and in turn affect 

their motivation.  Schumann’s (1978) Acculturation Model was pivotal in describing how 

language learners’ attitudes influence their SLA in formal classroom settings, as well as 

in natural learning settings.  The degree to which learners have acculturated to the target 

culture involves viewing this culture in a positive light and being willing to take on their 

unique habits, rituals, and patterns of behavior.  This is contrasted with a feeling of 

ethnocentrism, which is believed to block SLA (Gardner & Lambert, 1972).  Schumann 

stated that it is possible to maintain one’s own native values and beliefs while 

acculturating to the new culture.  Giles and Byrne (1982) echoed Schumann’s proposition 

by putting forth the belief that successful SLA involves becoming a member in another 

cultural group and will be accomplished to the level that the learner is able to keep a 

positive self-identity while adapting to this new culture. 

Student beliefs about and attitudes towards the L2 are influenced by various 

factors that are sociocultural and sociolinguistic in nature (Schumann, 1978).  

Schumann’s Acculturation Model includes motivation and language attitudes as two 
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factors that influence acculturation into the target culture, and likewise success in 

learning the L2.  This success is based on the prediction that the greater degree to which a 

learner has acculturated to the target culture, the greater his/her learning success will be. 

Student attitudes are influenced by past experiences (Ellis, 1994), as well as their 

beliefs, or ‘mini theories’ (Allen, 2002; Chan et al., 2002; MacDonald et al., 2001; 

Horwitz, 1985) about language learning.  For instance, student attitudes towards learning 

grammar, oral participation in class, as well as attitudes towards the L2 and the target 

cultures have been examined (Kobayashi, 2002; Gardner, 1989; Gardner & Lambert, 

1972; Schumann, 1978; Labov, 1970).  Students’ attitudes towards the L2, and the 

cultures in which it is spoken are seen by Gardner and Lambert to be the most significant 

factor influencing whether a student has success in his/her SLA (Chambers, 1999). 

  Baker (1988) attributed five characteristics to attitudes:  1) Language attitudes 

are cognitive and affective; 2) It is possible to think about these attitudes that are loaded 

with emotion; 3) Attitudes fall along a continuum rather than a dichotomy; 4) Attitudes 

are learnt from experiences; and 5) Although attitudes can and often do influence 

behavior, they can be modified.  This latter characteristic holds the most promise 

pedagogically. 

The language attitudes students bring to the classroom can greatly affect their 

experience in the classroom, as well as their motivation to learn the language.  Attitudes 

towards learning grammar in a FL class (Schulz, 2001), or if grammatical or 

pronunciation errors should be corrected (Cathcart & Olsen, 1976; Chenoweth et al., 

1983) have been studied.  Alford and Strother (1990) looked at the language attitudes of 
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both NS and NNS of English towards different varieties of English.  The participants 

were 97 students at the Florida Institute of Technology, with 31 being NS and 66 NNS of 

English.  Studies such as this have a different focus than the current investigation, but 

they demonstrate that people can have reactions, either positive or negative, to a speaker 

based on his/her speech.  The current investigation is different because the students’ 

contact with the instructors is much deeper than in Alford and Strother (1990), which 

played speech samples to the students of speakers whom they did not know.    

A matched-guise technique was used in which the participants rated the recorded 

speech of individuals from the North (New York); the South (South Carolina); and the 

Midwest (Illinois) on various characteristics.  The statistical analyses revealed that the L2 

learners noticed the dialectal differences, as did the NS.  Furthermore, the ratings given 

by the L2 learners differed from those of the NS.  NS ratings seemed to be tied to 

regional cultural biases, whereas L2 ratings were linked to pronunciation features.  

Studies such as this can have important implications by encouraging people to heighten 

their awareness of their own attitudes and biases towards speakers of different language 

varieties. 

Student attitudes and motivation are strongly related (Diffey et al., 2001), as will 

be evident later through a review of studies addressing this connection.  Due to the 

relation between beliefs and motivation, and with knowing that motivation significantly 

affects SLA success, it is productive to discuss attitudes and motivation as a prelude to a 

study on belief systems.  Gardner and associates’ work was seminal to beginning to 

understand the construct of motivation, although numerous more recent studies have 
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added to our understanding (MacIntyre et al., 2002; McKenzie, 2000; Sadighi & 

Maghsudi, 2000).  Gardner and Lambert (1972) provided an informative description of 

motivation.  First, it is necessary to draw a distinction between orientation and 

motivation.  Two principal orientations, or purposes for learning an L2, were given by 

Gardner and Lambert, namely instrumental and integrative.  A student with an 

instrumental orientation is studying the language with the goal of using the language for 

more utilitarian purposes, such as to get a job promotion, or to complete an academic 

requirement.  On the other hand, a student with an integrative orientation wants to learn 

the language for some sort of personal fulfillment and enjoyment, to learn about another 

culture, and probably eventually to become a member of that society. 

Motivation is a more encompassing term taking into account students’ desire to 

learn the language, the amount of effort they are willing to expend to achieve this goal, 

and their attitudes towards both the language being learned, as well as speakers of that 

language.  Gardner and Lambert stressed that learning a new language is not merely 

acquiring the linguistic forms, but rather a disposition in which students are willing to 

also adopt appropriate behaviors characteristic of the target language community. 

In the 1990’s Gardner and Lambert’s analysis began to be expanded to provide a 

more holistic construct of motivation taking into account sociopsychological, affective, 

cognitive, and situational aspects.  Crookes and Schmidt (1991) presented a more detailed 

understanding of motivation to learn an L2 from an educational perspective rather than a 

social psychological perspective.  Their construct of motivation was broken into various 

levels of motivation, including the Learner Level, the Classroom Level, and the Syllabus 
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Level.  At the classroom level aspects such as the techniques and activities chosen by the 

teacher are analyzed.  Personal characteristics of the teachers such as his/her L1, gender 

and age are also at the classroom level.  Thus, findings from the current study can provide 

understanding to this level, because it is possible that based on students’ beliefs about 

NS/NNS instructor superiority and NS/NNS preference, motivation can be increased or 

lowered.  At the syllabus level the content decisions of the course are examined with 

regard to their influence on the students’ motivation.     

Dörnyei (1994) followed Crookes and Schmidt’s lead by providing the first 

multifactor motivational model for SLA.  Dörnyei’s model is comprised of a Language 

Level, a Learner Level, and a Learning Situation Level with motivational subcomponents 

being part of each level.  Dörnyei’s model is practical by providing pedagogical 

suggestions to instructors as well as being based on theoretical principles of SLA. 

The Language Level is the most general level and involves the integrative and 

instrumental motivational subsystems of the students, or rather the students’ feelings 

towards the L2, including the cultures in which it is spoken.  The Learner Level is more 

complex in that it deals with personality characteristics of the students that are created by 

different thoughts, beliefs, stresses, and inhibitions for example.  The two subcomponents 

of this level are need for achievement and self-confidence.  The last level, the Learning 

Situation Level, is comprised of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations concerning three 

general areas.  The first area concerns course-specific motivational components, such as 

the students’ interest in the course, its pertinence to their lives, and their expectations 

towards it.  The next are, teacher-specific motivational components, which regard 
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motives directly related to the teacher, such as the students’ desire to do well for the 

teacher, and the type of authoritative figure the instructor sets in the classroom.  The 

variable of language background of the instructor is part of these motivational 

components, likewise, relevant beliefs regarding NS or NNS instructor can influence the 

students’ motivation.  Finally, the area of group-specific motivational components 

includes the norm and reward system in the classroom and the overall rapport between 

the class members. 

Dörnyei’s model of L2 motivation is profound in that it takes into account micro 

as well as macro aspects of the language classroom.  Furthermore, the model is sure to 

include the integrative and instrumental orientation distinction, yet makes the analysis 

more pertinent for those in the educational field by constructing the entire model from an 

educational perspective.   

Based on his model, Dörnyei provided valuable suggestions to motivate students, 

thus taking his theoretical analysis a step further by showing how it can be applied in the 

classroom to influence students’ success.  His suggestions focused on the Learning 

Situation Level, because that is where instructors can have the greatest impact, and 

include teachers promoting learner autonomy through the activities chosen, and 

maintaining classroom norms, so there is consistency for the students while keeping the 

teacher’s expectations of the students clear.  Certain suggestions will have more success 

with certain groups of learners when applied by certain instructors.  Thus, it is important 

to always keep in mind the variability of teachers and students both on a group and 

individual level.   
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Hotho and Reimann (1998) provided their own model for L2 motivation and 

agreed that factors specific to the classroom need to be included, which involve 

cognitive, social, and affective aspects.  Hotho and Reimann included a discussion of 

achievement theory and attribution theory, with the former stating that achievement 

motivation is made up of the need for success, the probability of success as seen by the 

student, and the reward received upon completion of the task.  Characteristics often 

relating to students with a high level of achievement motivation include the prowess to 

suspend gratification, and seeing the value in reaching a higher level of self-awareness.  

Attribution theory analyzes the students’ own expected behavior and the feelings 

connected to this behavior, and purports that people want to control their immediate 

worlds by determining the reasons of consequences.   

Thus, the students’ success in the language classroom will in part be based on 

whether the students view their successes and failures as internal, such as them studying 

or not studying a lot, or external, for instance, because the test was easy.  If a student has 

a negative attitude towards his/her instructor because of a multitude factors, one of which 

could be disapproval of the instructor’s language and culture background, failure in the 

class could be more easily aimed in the direction of the teacher.  Hotho and Reimann 

strongly suggested that it is impossible to attempt to categorize a learner’s motivation 

into a single dimension, and that it is much more useful and practical for teachers to look 

at the overall profile of a student’s motivation.  A multitude of variables influences 

student motivation, including personality factors, environmental elements, and classroom 
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characteristics.  Theories such as the achievement and attribution theories further help in 

understanding student motivation by addressing the beliefs that students hold.    

 Numerous empirical studies have been conducted in an attempt to establish 

correlations between the attitudes and motivation possessed by students and their SLA 

success (Chan et al., 2002).  Gardner and Lambert began their studies with the hypothesis 

that success in SLA will only occur to the degree to which students are open to adapting 

behaviors that are part of the target culture.  The students need to want to become part of 

another group for reasons such as dissatisfaction with membership in their current group, 

or being receptive to new cultures.  Gardner and Lambert, however, do warn that as 

learners become more proficient in the L2, they may find their membership in their native 

social group altered.  Learners may negotiate their self-identity until feeling comfortable 

with their membership in the various linguistic/cultural groups.   

Gardner and Lambert first believed that an integrative orientation would produce 

superior results to an instrumental orientation, especially with regard to longer-term 

retention of the linguistic knowledge, although it was later found that both orientations 

can be influential, and often are tied together.  The level of desire to learn the language, 

and the amount of work the students are willing to put in, were often shown to be more 

significant for SLA success.  Gardner and Lambert further hypothesized that whether 

students showed a tendency for either an integrative or instrumental orientation in SLA 

would be due to their deep-seated attitudes.   

  Gardner and Lambert used more than 50 indices in their test battery that was 

administered to students learning French as an L2 in three different contexts.  This testing 
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battery later was developed into the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) (Gardner, 

1985), and was used in subsequent studies (Shaaban & Ghaith, 2000).  Questions 

included the students’ reasons for studying French, their satisfaction with their position in 

society, and their feelings towards French-Americans, to create a detailed profile of the 

students’ motivation and attitudes.  The participants in Gardner and Lambert’s studies 

were NS of English learning French in Louisiana, Maine, and Connecticut.  All three of 

these contexts are marked by speakers of the majority language, English, voluntarily 

choosing to learn a minority language.  Gardner and Lambert admit that these groups 

could potentially hold very different attitudes and motivations than a group of learners 

forced to learn a dominant language as an L2 after having immigrated to a country for 

political or economic reasons for instance. 

 All three communities used in the studies in Louisiana, Maine, and Connecticut 

were contexts where Americans and French-Americans have close social contact, causing 

individuals to likely have developed fairly stable attitudes toward the other group.  These 

contexts were chosen to study the attitudes and motives of the Americans learning French 

as an L2 in a bicultural context.  The American groups, comprised of 96 (Louisiana), 145 

(Maine), and 142 (Connecticut) students, all spoke English at home, and were studying 

French in high school.  The questionnaire items wanted to get at the heart of their 

motivation, attitudes, and how these variables related to the students’ language aptitude, 

their linguistic proficiency in French, and personality traits.  After analyzing the data 

using factor analysis, tendencies of the students emerged.  The implementation of a 

statistical factor analysis by Gardner and Lambert provided a rich description of the 
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student motivation profiles, and made it possible to see links between certain attitudes or 

motives and the students’ success learning French. 

  Motivation to learn French had a strong effect on the students’ grades in all three 

contexts; however a distinct attitudinal basis emerged in each context that was shown to 

correlate to this motivation.  For instance, in Louisiana, family support proved to be 

cardinal in influencing the students’ motivation and ultimately their SLA success in the 

areas of French homework, and to a lesser degree the students’ success in reading, 

vocabulary, and grammar.  In Maine, on the other hand, motivation was strengthened by 

the students’ identification with the teacher, and the characteristic of compassion towards 

other people’s feelings.  Finally, only the data collected in Connecticut showed 

motivation correlating an integrative orientation toward the language and the culture. 

 Shaaban and Ghaith used the ATMB to analyze the relationship between attitudes, 

motivation, and SLA of 180 university-bound Lebanese students learning English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL).  They further used the Expectancy Theory (Wen, 1997), which 

postulates that SLA is based on the students’ effort, opinion of the favorableness of the 

goals (valence), belief of the likelihood of meeting these goals (expectancy), and value of 

their potential to reach these goals.  A holistic score of the students’ motivation was 

compiled.  MANOVA analyses showed a significant difference across gender lines.  

Moreover, the level of students’ motivation correlated positively with an expectancy to 

meet their goals and their belief that they could.  Students will have a greater chance at 

success if the classroom goals are realistic.  This complements Dörnyei’s model, which 

also discusses the goals and content of the language course. 
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Additional empirical studies have provided evidence of the strong connection 

between attitudes, motivation, and belief of success in SLA.  Noels, Clément and 

Pelletier (1999) looked at the beliefs of 78 Anglophone students enrolled in a six-week 

French immersion program in Ottawa, Canada.  The data analysis of the questionnaires 

revealed that students who showed higher levels of intrinsic motivation, and lower levels 

of anxiety, also believed that they would have more successful outcomes at the end of the 

course.  This study, like many others, established correlations between certain tendencies 

of students, but no empirical evidence was provided to actually account for their final 

level of SLA.  For instance, Friedrich (2000) used a questionnaire to look at the motives 

of 190 adult EFL learners in Brazil, and found evidence that the learners’ attitudes 

towards English affected their drive to learn English.  Due to the fact that the learners did 

see professional and materialistic advantages to knowing English, they stated becoming 

proficient in English as one of their goals; however no data were collected regarding the 

students’ actual success in meeting these proposed objectives.    

Factors affecting an individual’s motivation or desire to accommodate, or rather 

acculturate to the target culture are complex and personal.  Masgoret, Bernaus and 

Gardner (2000) looked at this issue through their study of 127 British university students 

working as English monitors in a four-week “Enjoy English” program in Spain.  The 

researchers hoped to access the monitors’ attitudes toward Spanish and the Spanish 

people, motivation to learn the language, adjustment to the new culture, self-assessed 

proficiency in Spanish, and finally the supervisor’s ratings of the monitors’ personality 

and success at being a monitor.  Data were collected at two stages.  Initially, data were 
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collected in the training session in the form of personal language histories, as well as a 

questionnaire.  The monitors completed the same questionnaire in the second stage of the 

study, which occurred in the final week.  Analysis of the data showed that the monitors’ 

attitudes and self-assessed ratings of their language proficiency greatly increased between 

the stages.  Finally, knowledge of other languages, and the presence of certain personality 

characteristics, such as openness, was shown to promote a higher degree of adjustment 

for the monitor and a higher level of language proficiency. 

 Masgoret, Bernaus, and Gardner’s (2000) study was strong statistically through 

the use of factor analysis and a multiple regression analysis in exploring the attitudes of 

127 English monitors teaching EFL in Spain.  The attitudes addressed included those held 

toward Spain and Spanish people, as well as their motivation to learn Spanish, acculturate 

to the Spanish culture, and finally, their self-assessments of their proficiency in Spanish.  

The supervisors of the monitors also provided an assessment of the monitors’ personality 

and pedagogical success to include in the analysis.  This study was conducted over a 

period of four weeks, thus the researchers were able to see if the monitors’ attitudes and 

motivation were susceptible to change even in a relatively short length of time.  This 

study was one of the few to look at how personality characteristics influence the success 

of teachers.       

 The results suggested that attitude modifications can occur over time.   For 

example, the monitors became less integratively oriented, more comfortable using 

Spanish, and demonstrated less positive attitudes toward Spanish people.  It is interesting 

that as students became more at ease in using the language, and self-assessed their 
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linguistic abilities as having improved, their attitudes toward Spanish people became 

more negative.  These findings are in opposition to those presented by Hotho (2000), 

where no significant changes occurred in the profiles of three different groups of 

language learners studying French, German, or Spanish in the United States over a 12-

week period regarding their motivation, reasons for studying the L2, and confidence in 

achieving the established goals.  Gardner (2001) also found evidence that motivation can 

change over time in language students.  Gardner emphasized that future studies 

addressing the ability for attitudinal and motivational variable to change over time are 

necessary to more fully understand this important issue, as well as, most importantly, 

know how to facilitate student SLA. 

 

NS/NNS controversy 

 Language and culture are intricately tied (Cummins, 1991), causing students to 

make assumptions about their instructor’s culture based on the instructor’s L1.  Students 

may believe NS instructors are superior instructors because they are from the target 

culture, and thus provide the students with an authentic linguistic and cultural model, or 

they may believe NNS who have the same L1 as them, are more effective language 

teachers because of the shared cultural and linguistic backgrounds.  Language instructors 

will be in a better position to promote their students’ SLA success by possessing a deeper 

understanding of the students’ beliefs about desirable characteristics of language 

instructors.   
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 Researchers such as Phillipson (1992) and Canagarajah (1999) have stated that 

there is a strong preference for NS from “the Center” within the TESOL profession with 

regard to whom receives the teaching positions and promotions.  The Center or Inner 

Circle (Medgyes, 1992) refers to the industrially and economically advanced countries in 

the West that have English as their L1, namely the United States, Britain, Australia, New 

Zealand, and Canada. 

 Lasagabaster and Sierra (2002) addressed the beliefs of undergraduate students in 

the Basque Autonomous Community of Spain regarding NS and NNS instructors.  The 

students rated both groups of instructors with regard to the four language skills, grammar, 

vocabulary, pronunciation, learning strategies, culture and civilization, attitudes, and 

assessment.  The data revealed that the participants possessed a general preference for NS 

instructors, or a mix of both NS and NNS.   

Within the TESOL profession, the labeling of a student or instructor as NS or 

NNS presents numerous problems, such as the problematic definition of whom a NS is, 

whom a NNS is, affective results of these terms, as well as sociopolitical and economic 

consequences of these designations. It is estimated that 80% of the ESL teachers 

worldwide are NNS (Canagarajah, 1999).  Liu (1999) examined the NS/NNS distinction 

and discovered various aspects to these terms, such as social identities and the power 

implications that these labels hold, for example with regard to whom receives the 

teaching positions.  As previously stated, identifying a NS is troublesome, especially of a 

language with the status of English, which is used as a lingua franca, and learned as an 
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L2 starting at a very young age in countries such as India.  English is the official or semi-

official language in over 60 countries that extend across six continents (Medgyes, 1994).     

 NNS ESL instructors such as Amin (1999) have begun to describe their 

experiences in the profession.  This helps language minority instructors’ experiences be 

recognized, beginning the path to empowerment and acknowledgment of their strengths, 

trials, tribulations, and successes.  The preference for NS ESL instructors, based on the 

narrow definition of whom a NS is, is the cause of discrimination against a plethora of 

qualified, motivated NNS ESL instructors (Phillipson, 1992).   

In the TESOL profession this “native speaker fallacy” is viewed to help in the 

gate-keeping practices put in place by “the Center” (Canagarajah, 1999).  Furthermore, 

the ESL profession can be perceived as hypocritical since 70% of the students in ESL 

teacher-training programs are NNS (Kamhi-Stein, 1999), yet they may be limited in their 

professional success in the ESL profession, because of their linguistic background.  

Thomas (1999) stated that NNS professionals have to work harder than their NS 

counterparts to prove themselves as worthy of being in the profession.  Thomas continued 

that the qualifications and credibility of the NNS are called into question by the entire 

TESOL organization, by individual professionals in the TESOL organization, or even by 

their own students (Braine, 1999).  Thomas referred to this as a “trickle-down effect” (p. 

8).  The feelings and pressures of NNS FL instructors, and how they can affect their 

professional lives, have not yet been explored in detail. 

Studies focusing on the NNS FL instructor have begun to emerge (Edstrom; 

2005).  Edstrom discussed the process of affirming a positive identity for herself as a 
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NNS instructor of Spanish in the United States.  She recounted feelings of linguistic 

insecurity she had regarding her knowledge of vocabulary in Spanish and her 

grammatical accuracy.  She worried that she was going to make errors speaking in 

Spanish when teaching.  Through time she grew to see her “personal insights and 

empathy” as significant enough to overcome any possible linguistic difficulties.  Edstrom 

was faced with a new challenge regarding the affirmation of her NNS identity when she 

began teaching heritage speakers of Spanish.     

 Medgyes (1992) suggested alternative labels for speakers due to the problematic 

division between NS and NNS and potential consequences of these labels.  These 

alternatives included more or less accomplished users (Edge, 1988) and more or less 

proficient users (Paikeday, 1985).  Medgyes, however, pointed out that these labels are 

unclear too, with regard to who would be classified as a more proficient user.  Medgyes 

continues to use the NS/NNS distinction emphasizing that one is not by definition 

superior to the other.  He further affirmed that NS and NNS have the same likelihood of 

becoming successful teachers, yet they take different paths to reach this goal.  He 

emphasized that the fact that there are differences between these two groups with respect 

to their language background is not negative, and in fact should be looked at as 

advantageous for students. 

 Other alternative labels have been introduced.  For instance, Rampton (1990) 

encouraged the use of language expertise instead of NS, stating that this places the 

attention on what instructors know, rather than who they are.   Also, Preston (1989) felt 

that competent bilingual is a more appropriate designation to describe NNS.    

 



 

61

Students have beliefs about people who speak the L2 natively, and the culture(s) 

in which it is spoken, and subsequently have attitudes and expectations of their instructor 

based on his/her L1.  As previously stated, the NS/NNS issue is still relatively unexplored 

with regard to FL teaching in the United States.  This area is important to address, 

because there is a significant number of NNS FL teachers.  Cook (1999) supported the 

position that both NS and NNS instructors have advantages and disadvantages.  NNS 

instructors frequently have a more thorough metalinguistic understanding of the L2 being 

taught.  On the other hand, NS instructors also possess advantages by providing a native 

language model that the students can strive to approximate.  However, the position that 

students should try to approximate some unrealistic native standard is not supported by 

some scholars due to the unlikely possibility that an adult L2 learner will ever be able to 

achieve native-like pronunciation (Cook, 1999).  Accordingly, language teaching should 

give more of a priority to the production of L2 users, instead of focusing on an idealized, 

unattainable NS language model.  Train (2000) advocated for this, and asserted that 

language learning and teaching need a new attitudinal position toward the language of the 

learners and teachers, where L2 learners are seen, and also see themselves, as “successful 

multicompetent speakers, not failed native speakers” (p. 204).   

NS instructors have been assumed to be better L2 teachers, as discussed in 

Walelign’s (1986) “Non-Native Speakers Need Not Apply.”  Papers such as his 

supported the position that NNS entering the educational field have encountered 

prejudice from those who believe that NS are inherently superior teachers.  Thomas 

(1999) argued that NNS instructors have their own right to fully access their professional 
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opportunities and not be shut out because of their linguistic heritage.  Furthermore, as 

previously discussed, NNS instructors, as well as NS, bring advantages to the language 

classroom.  Finally, there is variability between NS and NNS instructors with regard to 

such aspects as language proficiency, teaching style, and teaching experience, which does 

not permit generalization as to which group may be superior in teaching the language.   

NNS professionals have been known to suffer from two unfair and undesirable 

conditions (Medgyes, 1994) due to the value placed on NS speech.  The first of these two 

conditions is an inferiority complex, because NNS instructors feel they will never be able 

to measure up to the linguistic standards that are so valued in their profession, such as a 

native accent from a country in “the Center,” namely the United States, Canada, 

Australia, or Great Britain.  The NNS instructors may be forced to feel that their L2 

competence will always be inadequate (Cook, 1999; Selinker, 1972).  NNS professionals 

may also suffer from a type of schizophrenia, because of the pressure to forget their 

native identity and assimilate into the target culture.   

Kramsch (1997) stated that in her opinion one of the reasons NS speech has 

become so esteemed is because of the high importance placed on spoken communicative 

competence in the FL classroom.  She declared, “Today foreign language students are 

expected to emulate the communicative skills of native speakers” (p. 359).  Jersild (1955) 

asserted that NNS instructors must take steps to accept and respect themselves as 

professionals for their own well-being, as well as in order to be able to better help their 

students.  This connects to Edstrom (2005) and her confidence as a NNS instructor.  Söter 

(2001) advised that NNS must understand, accept and welcome the influence of their L1 

 



 

63

as part of themselves and not try to repress it, for it is integral to their identity.  This can 

be challenging, because probably the most noticeable aspect of a NNS’ speech is his/her 

accent (Derwing & Munro, 2002), and moreover, numerous studies have provided 

evidence that people negatively evaluate accented speech (Bresnahan et al., 2002; Lippi-

Green, 1997; Cote & Clement, 1994).  On the other hand, L2 learners have been shown to 

understand accents better in the L2 if they are similar to their own accent in the L2 

(Derwing & Munro, 2002), which could possibly lead to language students preferring 

NNS from their own background to facilitate their listening comprehension. 

 As previously stated, NNS bring numerous strengths to the classroom.  

Tarnopolsky (2000) stressed that these strengths must be recognized, because NNS 

teaching English now account for the majority of English teachers worldwide.  Due to the 

degree to which English is being learned as an L2 worldwide, and the percentage of NNS 

in preparatory programs for ESL teachers, NS will continue to become even more of a 

minority.  Medgyes (1994) established six hypotheses concerning NNS ESL instructor 

strengths, which may also pertain to NNS FL instructors in the United States.   

The first strength listed by Medgyes is the good learner model that NNS 

instructors provide.  Their L2 fluency is viewed as an attainable example by the students, 

because no matter how much these language students study, they will always be NNS, 

like their instructor.  Thus, the students are able to look up to their instructor and the 

linguistic proficiency achieved as a realistic goal that they too may reach.  This can help 

increase student motivation also.  Secondly, NNS are able to teach language learning 

strategies, because they too had to employ similar strategies when learning English.  
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These language learning strategies include both direct and indirect strategies (Oxford, 

1990).  Language learning success is supported by the selection of the most appropriate 

strategy for dealing with a specific language learning task.  Direct language learning 

strategies are memory strategies involving the memorization and retrieval of new 

information; cognitive strategies concerning the comprehension and production of the 

language; and compensation strategies in which learners work to use the language they 

possess despite their limitations.  Indirect strategies are metacognitive, concerning the 

coordination of the learning process, including affective strategies, and social strategies.    

NNS often have a heightened metalinguistic awareness of the structure of the L2, 

and thus are in a position to transmit this linguistic knowledge to their students.  NNS are 

often much more cognizant of the grammatical rules in their L2, as opposed to NS who 

base their language use much more on intuition, and may not be able to explain the rules 

to the students.  Empathy and emotional needs comprise the next hypothesis.  NNS may 

be more compassionate and understanding regarding the trials and tribulations that their 

students are experiencing (Liu, 2001; Tang, 1997).  The NNS instructors are able to relate 

to the feelings that their students are having in the language classroom ranging from 

excitement to frustration to self-consciousness, because of their own language learning 

experiences.  Additionally, NNS instructors will better be able to predict linguistic 

difficulties learners may have (Tang, 1997; Thomas 1999; Tarnopolsky 2000; Cook 

1999). 

  Finally, if the instructor speaks the same L1 as the students, this language can 

serve as a learning tool in the classroom (Tarnopolsky, 2000; Tang, 1997).  There is even 
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evidence now that the “English only” approach in the ESL classroom may be more 

harmful than allowing restricted use of the learners’ L1 (Levine, 2004; Auerbach, 1993).  

Careful use of the L1 can help the students’ understanding of certain concepts and speed 

up their SLA. Interlingual awareness and comparison has been shown to positively 

influence students’ SLA (Deignan et al., 1997).   

Tarnopolsky (2000) summarized the advantages of NS and NNS ESL instructors.  

His perspective was similar to that adopted by Medgyes.  Tarnopolsky first stressed that 

using the students’ L1 as a resource in the language classroom can be beneficial to SLA.  

Next, NNS instructors may be better able to account for difficulties students have 

stemming from divergences between the L1 and L2.  NNS instructors also may be more 

effectively prepared to develop the students’ intercultural awareness.  Finally, as stressed 

by Medgyes and Braine, Tarnopolsky emphasized that NNS provide a more attainable 

model for the students. 

Tarnopolsky also addressed the potential disadvantages of NNS instructors.  First 

is the presence of a foreign accent.  Through practice they can work to make their accent 

more native-like, although they will most likely not be able to achieve native-like 

pronunciation (Towell & Hawkins, 1994).  Next, even with a very high level of 

proficiency, the NNS instructor will likely not be knowledgeable of the recent changes in 

the English language.  Although, I agree that this could be a challenge for NNS, I also 

think there are NS who are not aware of the changes either due to where they are 

currently living, social network, or age for instance.  Lastly, NNS instructors may have 

less access to the most current methods and materials.  This last disadvantage is most 
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relevant for NNS from countries that have little access to the most current methodologies.  

However, organizations such as the British Council are working to make these resources 

available to all English instructors worldwide. 

 The primary advantage that NS instructors bring to the classroom is the language 

model they provide for their students (Medgyes, 1994), including a model of appropriate 

language based on context (Widdowson, 2002).  The expertise of language teachers 

includes not only language proficiency, but also language awareness, and pedagogical 

skills (p. 57).  While the NS teacher does have a perfect level of language proficiency, 

this can be seen as a disadvantage by posing an unfair challenge to learners, because they 

will never be able to achieve the level of proficiency of the NS instructor (Kramsch, 

2003).  NNS language learners are being compared to an ideal, monolingual NS (Heller, 

1999).  The ultimate proficiency level reached by NNS will vary.  Highly proficient 

NNS, who can be classified as near-native speakers, have been investigated 

psycholinguistically (Coppieters, 1987).   Coppieters discovered that near-native speakers 

are more similar to NS with respect to formal features, such as those studied in Universal 

Grammar studies, than in ‘functional’ or ‘cognitive’ aspects of grammar.  Although it is 

true that NNS can also provide language models, these language models are imperfect, 

because the teachers are also learners of the language.   

 According to Medgyes, either a NS or NNS can be a successful ESL teacher.  The 

ideal NNS language instructor is someone who has achieved a very high or near-native 

level of proficiency in the target language.  Thus, Medgyes challenged NNS instructors to 

make it their goal to continually be taking steps to improve their English abilities.  The 
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ideal NS English instructor is someone who has reached at least a moderate level of 

proficiency in the students’ L1 when teaching in a foreign country.  He stated that in 

domestic learning situations, NS instructors should also have experience studying a FL to 

be better able to empathize with their students.  He advocated that NS instructors should 

also work to develop their metalinguistic awareness.  

 Autobiographies are used to collect data from NNS, such as Liu (2001), in which 

he described beginning to read English in China under Communist rule, which was 

marked by the need to hide his family’s possession of English books from possible 

searches by the Red Guards.  He asserted that the L2 writing experience and the L2 social 

identity work together to support each other.  Braine (1999) further provided a recount of 

his experiences acquiring literacy in English in Sri Lanka beginning in elementary 

school.  He discussed the post-colonial practices in his school after the British left in 

1948, and the high degree to which NS from Britain were valued in his school, such that 

a constant stream of British instructors was being imported to teach English. 

 Medgyes (1994) discusses three survey studies he conducted using three different 

instructor populations in the United States, in Hungary, and internationally including 

Hungary.  He used questionnaires and interviews to collect data, although not in each of 

the three studies.  His underlying premise was that NS instructors and NNS instructors 

possess distinct characteristics.  He then established four hypotheses, with the first two 

dealing with differences between the groups, namely that the groups differ in terms of 

their language proficiency and teaching behavior.  The third hypothesis claimed that this 

divergence in language proficiency is the reason for their different teaching behavior, and 
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finally, the fourth hypothesis predicted that both sets of teachers can be equally 

successful.  His hypotheses were supported by varying degrees by the three populations 

studied.   

 Medgyes (1992) describes in greater detail the international study that involved 

220 NS and NNS English instructors from ten different countries, specifically Hungary, 

Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Israel, Brazil, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Russia, Sweden, and 

Mexico.  This study first examined the hypotheses outlined above (Medgyes, 1994).  

After analyzing the data collected through a questionnaire, he concluded that 68% of the 

participants perceived differences between NS and NNS groups, and thus he felt that his 

hypotheses were supported.   

 Medgyes’ (1992) study was expanded by Brutt-Griffler and Samimy (1999), and 

later by Medgyes (1994), by strengthening the collection of qualitative data to include 

interviews.  Although Medgyes’ (1992) questionnaire did include open-ended questions, 

no other qualitative data were included, such as interviews.  Brutt-Griffler and Samimy 

conducted their investigation in two parts.  The first employed a questionnaire of 23 

predominantly close-ended questions to collect data from the 17 participants.  The second 

phase involved in-depth interviews of the instructors’ assertions and feelings about the 

NS/NNS dichotomy. 

 Árva and Medgyes (2000) compared the teaching behavior of NS and NNS 

teaching English using the assertions established in Medgyes (1994).  The two groups 

differed with regard to L1, qualifications, and teaching experience.  The instruments used 

to collect data included not only questionnaires, but also video-recorded lessons.  The 
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current study also used more than a questionnaire to collect data.  The data-collection 

methods of questionnaires, interviews, and classroom observations were employed to be 

able to triangulate the data.  Árva and Medgyes had two goals: (1) to compare and 

contrast the teaching behavior of NS and NNS and (2) to compare their perceived 

teaching behavior with their actual teaching.   

 The participants included five NS and five NNS instructors.  Each instructor was 

video-recorded and then met with one of the researchers for a follow-up interview.  

Predictably, the principal advantage NS instructors were found to provide was their 

linguistic superiority, including idiomatic expressions and a higher command of phrasal 

verbs.  Due to their linguistic limitations, the NNS stated that they continually work to 

improve their level of proficiency in English.  NS were shown to have limited 

metalinguistic knowledge compared to the NNS instructors.  The NS were criticized for 

not learning the local language, Hungarian, and for their informal, casual attitude with 

students.  Thus, the study’s findings support the conclusions drawn in Medgyes (1994); 

that the root of much divergence between NS and NNS instructors is due to their 

language, as well as their cultural background. 

 As evident through the NNS’ accounts of their personal experiences acquiring 

English and becoming ESL teachers, NNS are becoming more respected, and the 

strengths that they bring to the profession are being recognized.  Braine began a 

movement in 1998 to develop a caucus for NNS in the TESOL organization to discuss 

concerns in the teaching field specifically concerning NNS instructors.   A similar type of 

caucus could prove advantageous for NNS FL instructors in the United States.  The 
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caucus could support the professional development of NNS and develop a strong support 

network.   

 

Graduate associate teachers 

As previously stated, GATs at universities are both international and domestic, 

causing diversity among the GAT population due to aspects such as culture, L1, as well 

as their belief systems about language teaching, and preferred teaching approach.  Few 

studies have addressed the experiences of ITAs teaching at a university in the United 

States (Luo et al., 2001). In fact, little empirical data have been collected regarding the 

problems encountered by both domestic and ITAs.  The proposed research study is 

valuable because it could lead to suggestions for FL instructors, FL programs, and FL 

students.  

As stated in the introduction, graduate students now account for the instruction of 

a high percentage of the undergraduate student population (Luo et al., 2000).  It is 

established in the research that individual characteristics, such as nationality, gender, age, 

and past teaching experiences will influence their current teaching experiences (Luo et 

al., 2001; Luo et al., 2000; Shannon et al., 1998; Nyquist & Wulff, 1996; Border & 

Chism, 1992).  International teaching assistants have encountered challenges such as 

adapting to the interactive teaching approaches valued in the American educational 

system (Bauer, 1996), because they often are accustomed to approaches in which 

instructors are viewed as possessing the role of transmitting the knowledge they have to 

their students (Twale et al., 1997; Bauer, 1996).  Also, due to the workload placed on 
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graduate students as both students and instructors, they must be diligent at managing all 

their responsibilities.   

It is important to investigate the GATs’ attitudes, beliefs, as well as acknowledge 

their experiences.  Luo et al. (2001) addressed the perceptions of GATs teaching at a 

large Research 1 university.  The study concerned five areas of GAT classroom 

instruction: (a) instructional roles, (b) teaching style, (c) instructional methods, (d) 

communication strategies, and (e) potential problems.  The other focus of the study was 

to search for any connections between their beliefs and their nationality, gender, or 

academic discipline.  The participants in the study were 248 USTAs and 56 ITAs.  

Statistically significant differences were found between the USTAs and ITAs.  For 

instance, significantly more USTAs perceived their instructional role as facilitator, 

whereas ITAs perceived their instructional role as participant-evaluator.  Furthermore, 

USTAs preferred an informal approach to their teaching to a significant degree, and ITAs 

felt more comfortable with a formal teaching style.  USTAs reported to a significantly 

higher degree that student expectations were the primary challenge to successful 

instruction.  On the other hand, language obstacles and cultural differences were reported 

by ITAs as their greatest challenges. 

There were similarities between the classroom instruction of the USTAs and 

ITAs.  Both groups preferred the methods of small group and whole class discussion, and 

lectures containing question and answer sessions.  In short, methods that involved the 

students in discussion instead of being passive listeners in class were preferred by both 

USTAs and ITAs.  The communication strategies of the two groups also contained 
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commonalities.  Strategies including writing on the board, often pausing to ask questions, 

and attempting to make classroom lessons interesting were viewed as positive to both 

groups. 

The gender and academic discipline of the instructors were also shown to 

influence their classroom instruction, such that a significant difference was discovered 

between male USTAs and male ITAs and also between female USTAs and female ITAs 

regarding their teaching style, with the ITAs preferring a formal teaching style.  

Furthermore, significantly more female TAs (USTAs and ITAs) opted for three 

classroom instructional methods: (a) discussion, (b) small group, and (c) student 

presentation.  Significantly more male ITAs than female ITAs reported language 

obstacles, and finally, significantly more female TAs than male TAs preferred the 

strategy of “developing a real interest in students” to encourage classroom discussion.   

The academic discipline of the TA also influenced their classroom instruction.  

Significantly more TAs in humanities perceived their role as facilitator.  TAs in 

humanities also preferred an informal teaching style and used discussion, small group 

activities, and student presentations in their classroom instruction to a higher degree.  

Lastly, the priority to make classroom lessons interesting was mentioned more frequently 

by TAs in humanities. 

 Universities employ a range of methods to prepare their GATs for their 

impending teaching duties, as well as to encourage their professional development 

(Brandl, 2000).  These methods include pre-service workshops, methods courses, 

observations, and end-of-course student evaluations.  Brandl’s research goal was to 
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examine the forms of teacher training that the GATs preferred and viewed as most useful.  

His participants included 56 beginning and experienced TAs in five language 

departments at the University of Washington.  All the participants completed a 

questionnaire about the effectiveness of the different aspects of their teaching training on 

their development as a teacher.  Twenty-three participants took part in post-interviews.  

Pre-service training was viewed as the most beneficial in the group-training category.  

The NNS of English had more positive feelings towards the different methods employed 

to aid them in their professional development, especially with regard to classroom 

observations and videotaping.  The findings of the study supported certain training 

methods being more effective in certain departments.  Finally, cultural background was 

shown to affect the TAs’ preferred methods of professional development.  

 Brandl drew beneficial pedagogical implications from the data, including the fact 

that program coordinators need to carefully consider factors of the GATs, including 

cultural background, L1, and personality characteristics, when developing a training 

program.  Furthermore, novice GATs should be prepared for the first day of classroom 

instruction through activities such as classroom observation.  Their feelings of stress and 

nervousness must be acknowledged and outlets must be provided to help the GATs feel 

confident and empowered when they enter the classroom.  Brandl suggested possibly 

employing the help of a language consultant external to the department to aid in the 

designing of teacher training programs.   
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Summary of literature review 

 Teacher and student attitudes and beliefs have a profound effect on student and 

teacher behavior.  Attitudes and beliefs are constructed from various factors.  Many of 

these factors were provided in Diagram 1 in Chapter One.  The relationship between 

attitudes and motivation was examined due to the strong correlation shown in a number 

of research studies.  Additionally, the issue of identity and ideology was introduced due 

to its strong connection to issues raised in the current study focusing on the NS/NNS 

distinction, such as the ownership of language and NNS being classified as out-group 

members.  The area of NS and NNS instructors in TESOL has been researched in detail 

and has yielded insightful findings as demonstrated through the literature review.  Studies 

such as Medgyes (1994) and Liu (1999) establish a good starting point for studies such as 

the current.  Recent studies such as Edstrom (2005) are important to begin to describe the 

experience of the NNS FL instructor in the United States.  However, the perspective of 

the student is still not emphasized in the research.  In TESOL, and perhaps now starting 

in the United States, what continues to be researched is the experience of the NNS 

instructor, and differences between NS and NNS instructors, as opposed to students’ 

beliefs about NS or NNS instructors, and possible consequences from these belief 

systems on attitudes and motivation.  An additional area that warrants attention is the 

modification of belief systems in order to better understand how to motivate students.  

Moreover, Liu learned about the qualities important for instructors to develop in order to 

be successful language instructors.  As previously stated, the NS/NNS issue has not yet 

 



 

75

been investigated in the context of FL education in the United States.  This is the purpose 

of the proposed study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

This section summarizes the processes, procedures and data gathering instruments 

designed to collect data for this study.  The research design will first be presented 

including the methods of data collection and participants.  Finally, the procedures for 

analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data gathered will be discussed as well as 

rationale for the types of data collection methods used.  Additionally, the preliminary 

pilot study and pilot study, which were conducted to refine the instruments used to collect 

data, are discussed.   

 

This investigation poses the following questions: 

1) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona believe NS or  

NNS are better Spanish instructors in general and of specific areas of language  

study7?  Why?  

2)  Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona prefer to be taught  

             by NS or NNS of the target language?  Why? 

3)         Are there differences in students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors based   

             on their choice of becoming a Spanish major or minor? 

 4)         Are there differences in students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors based   

            on their interest to live in a Spanish-speaking country? 

                                                 
7 The specific areas of language study being addressed in this research include the teaching of 
pronunciation, grammar, speaking ability, writing, reading, ability to understand spoken language, 
colloquial language usage, cultural knowledge, and vocabulary. 

 



 

77

5)  Are there differences in the language learning beliefs8 of students based on  

      whether they believe NS or NNS are better teachers? 

6) Are student beliefs towards NS/NNS instructors similar to those of their  

          instructors?  

 

Research design 

The results of this study present a detailed description of the belief systems held 

by students in the Spanish Department at the University of Arizona regarding the 

NS/NNS language instructor controversy.  The belief systems of the students are 

compared with that of their instructors.  This study is quantitative, qualitative, and 

descriptive.  Quantitative data were collected through questionnaires and qualitative data 

were collected through questionnaires, individual interviews, and group interviews. 

Descriptive data were gained through the classroom observations.  This study has 

components similar to past studies (Medgyes, 1994) and is designed to confirm or 

disagree with these past studies and to contribute new suggestions.  In the interviews I 

asked context-specific questions, because it is established that context plays a significant 

role in the study of beliefs and attitudes (Burgess & Etherington, 2002; Johnson, 1992; 

Pajares, 1992).   

   

 

                                                 
8 The beliefs addressed concern beliefs about the importance of: developing a native-like accent, learning 
about the target culture, learning the grammar of the target language and learning informal, colloquial 
expressions. 
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Participants 

Target instructor population 

The target populations from which the participants in the study were selected 

included students and instructors of Spanish language courses at the University of 

Arizona.  The instructors were both GATs and adjunct instructors not currently enrolled 

in a graduate program with at least a bachelor’s degree.  Nearly all the instructors were 

from either the United States or a Spanish-speaking country.  The entire Spanish GAT 

population of 89 was first given a demographic survey to complete in order to collect 

background information about GATs in the Spanish department.  Sixty-four surveys, or 

72% of those distributed, were returned to me completed.   

Based on the data collected from this survey, I then selected a group of instructors 

to ask to participate further in the study and complete a questionnaire, as well as allow 

me to administer a similar questionnaire in their classes.  The GATs I chose to ask to 

participate in my study were selected based on their personal characteristics.  I asked four 

NNS Spanish instructors, who were NS of English from the United States, and four NS of 

Spanish to complete the questionnaire.  I additionally chose instructors who have 

different backgrounds in regard to the aspects of years of teaching experience, gender, 

age, cultural background and travel experience.  The background of the instructors will 

be described in detail in Chapter Four.  Three of the NS were female and one male, 

whereas two of the NNS were female and two male.   

The final instructor group that served as focus studies included two NS instructors 

and two NNS instructors.  Each of the instructor groups had one female and male in it.  
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The age group of all the instructor participants except the male NS instructor was 31-40 

years old.  The male NS instructor was over 50 years old. 

All the NS and NNS GAT participants were currently teaching lower division 

Spanish classes.  All the GATs had gone through similar teacher training through the 

Department of Spanish and Portuguese at the University of Arizona and the Teaching 

Center at the University of Arizona.  The representation below graphically demonstrates 

the sample population of GATs.  As previously stated, details of the student and 

instructor participants are given in Chapter Four. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Teacher Sampling 

4 GATs selected for focus studies;  
2 NS & 2 NNS of Spanish 

8 GATs (all teaching 100-200 level courses) 
selected for questionnaire about their beliefs; 

4 NS & 4 NNS of Spanish  

All GATs in Spanish Department at U of AZ (N=89) for 
demographic survey 

 

Target student population 

 The 154 undergraduate students that took part in the study were NS of English 

who grew up in the United States and were attending the University of Arizona at the 

time the investigation was conducted in the fall of 2003.  Four heritage learners of 

Spanish were excluded from the sample population based on the data from the 

questionnaire, because this study was designed to address the beliefs of FL students, as 

opposed to heritage language learners.  Previous studies have addressed the beliefs of 

heritage language learners in Tucson (Duisberg, 2001).   
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The students in the classes of the eight GATs selected for participation in this 

study completed a questionnaire including demographic information, as well as their 

beliefs about language learning and how FLs should be taught.  Next, three students in 

each of three of the four classes and two students in the remaining class taught by 

participating GATs served as focus studies.  They took part in an individual interview 

with me, a group interview with other student participants, and allowed me to observe 

them in their Spanish class two different times throughout the semester.  The students 

were initially contacted through e-mail and were asked to participate further in the study.  

Upon agreement, a short meeting was scheduled.  Two students from different classes 

declined to participate in the study causing me to then contact two other students.  In the 

preliminary meeting I explained what would be expected from them as focus study 

participants and went over the consent form.  All students agreed to participate and 

willingly signed the consent form.  

The criteria used to choose the student subjects to serve as focus studies were 

based on their demographic information, as well as their beliefs regarding the superiority 

and preference of NS or NNS instructors.  Only students born and raised in the United 

States who were NS of English and FL learners of Spanish were asked to participate in 

the investigation.  In each class one student with a belief that NS make better instructors, 

one student with a belief that NNS make better instructors, and one student stating that it 

depends whether NS or NNS are better instructors were chosen to be interviewed and 

observed.  As previously described, two of the classes had a NS instructor and two a NNS 

instructor.  All of the classes were basic language courses.  The university FL 
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requirement stops at the fourth semester (level 202).  Thus, the majority of the students in 

basic language classes are typically enrolled in the class to fulfill the university FL 

requirement.  At the 300 level students are voluntarily choosing to continue their 

language study, rather than being driven by the academic requirement.   

The student sampling is graphically represented below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Timeline of data collection: 

The following timeline shows the sequence of data collection in 2003: 
Instrument Participants Month  

GAT demographic 

survey 

All GATs in Spanish Department at 

University of Arizona (n=89) 

September 

GAT/Student 

questionnaire 

8 basic language classes: N=154 

Instructors: -4 NS   -4NNS 

September 

Student interviews Focus study participants (n=11) October 

GAT interviews Focus study participants (n=4) 

-2 NS   -2 NNS 

October 

1st Classroom 

observation 

Classes of instructor participants (n=4) 

-2 NS   -2 NNS 

October 

GAT group interview 

Student group 

interviews (N=2) 

N=4 

N=11: First interview=5 students 

                       Second interview=4 students 

November 

November 

2nd Classroom 

observation 

4 classes Nov-Dec 

Quantitative questionnaire data from: 8 lower-
division classes; instructors of classes:  

4 NS, 4 NNS  
 

Qualitative data from: 11 1st or 2nd year FL 
students (from 4 different classes) to serve 
as focus studies; instructors of 4 classes:  2 

NS, 2 NNS 

Student Sampling 
Criteria: Raised in U.S.; L1=English; FL=Spanish 
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Description of data collection instruments 

Demographic survey 

 A demographic survey constructed by me was administered to all GATs in the 

Spanish department at the University of Arizona (Appendix A).  Data obtained allowed 

me to describe overall characteristics of the population from which my instructor 

participants were drawn.  Specifically of interest was the breakdown of NS and NNS 

instructors.  The data from this survey determined the instructors that were asked to 

participate further in my study.  I chose instructors with diverse backgrounds to represent 

different populations with regard to age, gender and language learning and language 

teaching experiences. 

 

Student questionnaire 

The student questionnaire elicited both quantitative and qualitative data as well as 

background characteristics of the students (Appendix B).  Detailed background 

information of the students included demographic information such as where they grew 

up, their gender, and their age.  The background information also asked the students 

about their past language teachers and the grades they received in the various classes, 

experience traveling in foreign countries, and interest in living in a Spanish-speaking 

country.   

The quantitative data included the students’ preferences for either NS or NNS 

instructors; beliefs about the superiority of NS or NNS in general and who they believe 

are more effective instructors for teaching the four skills, as well as culture, vocabulary, 
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pronunciation, and colloquial language usage.  Finally, items related to other language 

learning beliefs of the participants were included on the questionnaire, such as who they 

believed to be more compassionate and fun, NS or NNS instructors, and how important it 

was to the participant to develop a native-like accent.  There were ten Likert-type items 

about language learning beliefs. 

 Qualitative items on the questionnaire asked the participants why they believed 

NS or NNS to be better teachers and why they preferred NS or NNS teachers.  The option 

to mark that “it depends” and explain why they believed this was also offered as a choice.  

Space was also left after the ten items about language learning beliefs to allow the 

students to explain why they held the language learning beliefs they did related to areas 

such as it being important to them to develop a native-like accent.  Lastly, students were 

asked to describe their ideal Spanish instructor.   

 

Instructor questionnaire 

 Demographic information and background characteristics of the instructor had 

already been gained from the demographic survey (Appendix A).  The quantitative items 

of the instructor questionnaire (Appendix C) asked whom they preferred as their language 

instructor and who they believed to be a better language instructor, NS or NNS, as on the 

student questionnaire.  The questionnaire then contained items about the instructors’ 

language learning and language teaching beliefs.  The items used a Likert scale like on 

the student questionnaire.  The first six items asked about their beliefs as a language 

teacher and the subsequent eight items inquired about their beliefs as a language learner.  
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The last quantitative items asked the instructors who they believed to be better language 

instructors, NS or NNS, of pronunciation, grammar, speaking, writing, reading, listening, 

colloquial language use, culture, and vocabulary. 

 The qualitative items of the instructor questionnaire asked them to explain why 

they prefer NS or NNS instructors and also why they believe NS or NNS are better 

instructors.  Lastly, lines were provided on the questionnaire after the thirteen language 

learning or teaching beliefs to explain why they agreed or disagreed with each statement. 

 In the writing of the student and instructor questionnaire I used previous studies 

such as Lasagabaster and Sierra (2002) to formulate the questions.  I conducted a 

preliminary pilot study as well as a pilot study to change any items either because the 

wording of the items was confusing, or because the information that I wanted the 

participants to disclose was not being elicited.  These two pilot studies are described later 

in this chapter including the changes that were made. 

  

Individual interviews 

 The individual interviews of students and instructors allowed me to ask questions 

based on the questionnaire data.  Thus, I was able to ask the participants to elaborate on 

certain ideas, or why they expressed certain beliefs, for instance, that NNS are better at 

teaching reading.  The interviews provided for a more thorough analysis because 

different sometimes-unanticipated topics emerged.  A list of preliminary interview 

questions was formulated as a guide, but it served only as a guide and was not strictly 
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adhered to.  A guide was established for the student participants (Appendix D) and also 

for the instructor participants (Appendix E). 

 

Group interviews 

 The student group interviews and instructor group interview, which were 

conducted separately, allowed me to learn more about my participants’ beliefs about NS 

and NNS teachers and learning and teaching languages in general.  By presenting general 

questions to the groups, some participants voiced their opinions and other participants 

would react to what was said, perhaps through agreement, asking a question, or 

challenging what was said.  A set of preliminary “starter” questions was written before 

the student group interviews (Appendix F) and the instructor group interview (Appendix 

G).   

 

Observations 

 Finally, the observations of the four selected classes taught by two NS and two 

NNS let me see what was actually happening in the classroom after exploring the beliefs 

of the students and instructors.  This provided a descriptive component of each 

instructor’s actual behavior in the class.  The observations were conducted at two 

different times in the semester.   

The intended purposes for the data collection instruments chosen are summarized 

below and then the framework for data analysis is explained. 
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Instrument 
                                  
  Purpose 

 

 
GAT questionnaire 

-Explore NS and NNS instructors’ beliefs about language 
learning & teaching, especially superiority and 
preference of NS or NNS instructors 

 
Student 

questionnaire 

-Obtain information about students’ demographics 
-Learn about experiences learning languages and 
teachers 
-Inquire into beliefs about NS/NNS instructors 
-Explore beliefs about language learning 
-Explore beliefs about their ideal language instructor 

 
Individual 
interviews 

 
-Help better understand the beliefs participants bring to 
the classroom; build on questionnaire data 
-Recount experiences in school, learning languages 
-Reflect on what these experiences mean 
-Open-ended yet directed to address beliefs towards NS & 
NNS instructors 
 

 
 

 
 

Group 
interviews 

 
-Explore participants’ beliefs about both learning & 
teaching languages using questionnaire information 
-Build on questionnaire and individual interview 
data 

 
Classroom 

observations 

-Gain a descriptive component of what actually is 
happening in the classroom of the instructor subjects 
 

   

 

-Obtain demographic information about Spanish 
department GATs 

GAT survey 

 

Framework for data analysis 

Informed consent 

Informed consent for each of my data collection methods was obtained as 

required by the IRB.  The survey administered to all GATs included a statement on the 

first page stating that completion of the survey implied consent was given for use of the 

data.  Eight Spanish classes completed the questionnaire.  Before distributing the 
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questionnaire to the students and their instructor I explained that the questionnaire was 

being used to collect data for my dissertation on FL students’ and instructors’ beliefs 

about FL instructors.  I asked if they had any questions.  I also told them that their 

questionnaire answers would be kept confidential and would not be shared with their 

instructor.  I had previously obtained a class list with the names of all the students and 

had assigned a number to each student.  The questionnaires had a number written on the 

corner.  Thus, when I handed out the questionnaire to the students I called out each name 

and then gave the student the questionnaire with his/her corresponding number.  The 

same was done for the instructors’ questionnaires.   

I contacted the four instructors that I wanted to serve as focus studies through e-

mail.  One NNS instructor declined to participate further, so a different NNS instructor 

was asked and accepted.  A time for each instructor’s individual interview was agreed 

upon and the consent form was signed before beginning the interview.  The consent form 

included agreement to participate in the individual interview, a group interview, and 

classroom observations.  After all eight classes had completed the questionnaire I 

reviewed the answers to select the three students to ask to serve as focus studies in the 

investigation.  In each class I chose students who represented different belief systems 

related to NS or NNS FL instructor superiority.  I contacted each student through e-mail 

and upon agreement to participate further in the study; a short, initial interview was set up 

to explain his/her additional participation in the study and to sign the consent form. 

Ethical considerations were acknowledged for the interviews; the participants 

could feel put on the spot, delicate issues could arise, or the power differentiation 
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between myself, the interviewer, and them, the interviewee, could cause them to feel 

uncomfortable (Warren, 2002).  This power differentiation was specifically pertinent to 

my individual interviews with the students.  I told the participants before beginning the 

individual interviews that all distinguishing personal characteristics would be changed.  I 

also told them that they did not have to answer any question that they did not want to.  I 

was careful not to interrupt them and tried to detect any feelings of them being 

uncomfortable through their body language or oral language.  This ended up not being an 

issue.  I previously reviewed sources dealing with the issue of interviewing subjects such 

as Tierney and Dilley (2002), which expanded on the care that must be taken when 

interviewing different groups, such as students.   

 

Questionnaire 

 The student and instructor questionnaires elicited quantitative and qualitative data 

as previously described.  The quantitative data resulting from the questionnaire regarded 

the raw numbers and percentages of subjects that possessed the different beliefs on the 

questionnaires.  These beliefs included who they thought to be more effective FL 

instructors, NS or NNS, and whom they preferred as their language instructor, as well as 

the other beliefs related to language learning for the students, and language learning and 

language teaching for the instructor subjects.  The belief systems also included the 

participants’ responses to the questionnaire item asking if NS or NNS are generally better 

at teaching specific areas of language study.  Regarding the students, I then separated the 

students who were Spanish majors or minors and those taking the class for the FL 
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requirement and examined the beliefs of each group of students.  Furthermore, I 

conducted the same process for students with an interest to live in a Spanish-speaking 

country and those who did not have this interest.    

 Regarding the qualitative data of the questionnaire, as I read the answers of the 

students I developed categories to code their responses.  This was done primarily for two 

items: 1) reasons for their preference for NS or NNS instructors; and 2) reasons for their 

belief of NS or NNS instructor superiority.  The qualitative answers of the instructors 

were also examined and described.  Because the number of instructor participants was 

significantly less than of student participants, coding was done differently and each 

instructor participant is described separately in Chapter Four to create a personal 

characterization of his/her beliefs.  This was also done for the students that served as 

focus studies.     

 Questionnaire responses determined the students to be asked to participate in the 

observations and interviews.  My goal was to have diverse belief systems regarding NS 

or NNS instructor superiority represented.  Lastly the data from these questionnaires were 

triangulated with the interviews and classroom observations for a more detailed 

description of the belief systems students and GATs possess towards NS and NNS 

instructors.   

 

Individual interviews with participants 

In the current research study, American students studying Spanish at the 

University of Arizona and GATs teaching Spanish at the University of Arizona were 
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interviewed.  Interviews have played and continue to play a significant role in educational 

research in the 20th Century and now in the 21st Century (Tierney & Dilley, 2002).  

Qualitative interviewing is tied to ethnographic fieldwork, and often works in conjunction 

with other interpretive methods like observations, such as in this study.  Qualitative 

interviewing helps information be gathered that cannot be collected through other 

methods, including questionnaires.  Interviews can provide a deeper look at an issue.  The 

type of interview conducted in this study was based on the interviewing techniques of 

previous researchers, such as Seidman (1998), Warren (2002), Fontana and Frey (1994), 

and Kvale (1996), and also took into consideration postmodern interviewing 

characteristics, such as taking steps to make the interviewee feel empowered in the 

interview and in partial control of the direction of the interview.   

Kvale stated that qualitative interviewing is a type of guided conversation.  The 

type of interview conducted in my study was semi-structured, yet very open-ended.  I had 

issues in mind that I wanted to be sure to address related to the NS/NNS instructor 

distinction, but in general, the direction of the interview was determined by the 

participant’s answers.  Fontana and Frey (1994) discussed semi-structured interviewing 

through which the interviewer has pre-determined issues to discuss and has written 

sample questions to elicit information, but keeps an open mind as to the direction of the 

interview.  I attempted to follow that format.  

Postmodern interviewing is different than modern interviewing in various 

respects.  Gubrium and Holsetin (2003) stressed that the interview cannot be treated 

merely as a means to collect data, because the interview is now so omnipresent in society.  

 



 

91

People are familiar with the interview; it has social, institutional, and personal meaning.  

The participants being interviewed need to feel empowered in their quest to create 

meaning of their experiences.  The interviewer needs to take great care that his/her 

rhetoric and the set-up of the interview empower the interviewee.  When this is 

successfully accomplished, participants feel more comfortable to tell their story using 

their own voice, with a sense of ownership over it.  Fontana (2003) stated that the roles 

between interviewer and interviewee are not the same as in the traditional relationship in 

which the interviewer came to the interview with a list of questions to be answered and 

the interviewee had little control over the direction of the interview.  In other words, the 

interviewer and interviewee have more of an equal relationship now, embracing 

reciprocity, instead of the sharp distinction in power between the interviewer and 

interviewee common in previous interviewing formats.   

   I took notes as well as audio-recorded the interviews for later analysis.  Altheide 

and Johnson (1994) and Denzin (1994) discussed the interpretation of the interview data.  

Denzin called this the art of interpretation.  The process of creating a final research 

project from these notes is a complex and reflective process.  The researcher looks at 

aspects such as the different themes that emerge.  In my analysis of the data in Chapter 

Four, I first provide a thorough qualitative description of the participant’s background 

(L1, culture, education).  Next, the belief systems of the participant regarding the learning 

and teaching of languages, and his/her expectations as both a language teacher and/or 

student are explored.  Sources of belief systems, such as previous language learning or 

teaching experiences are examined.  How the belief systems of the GATs impact their 
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teaching is also addressed.  The students’ expectations of their current instructor are 

elicited including whether these expectations are being met.  Data are also collected about 

the students’ beliefs about learning and teaching languages, their preference for NS or 

NNS FL instructors, and who is a superior language teacher, NS or NNS.   

However, as previously stated, the interviews were left open-ended.  Thus, in 

analyzing the interviews, I looked for other issues emerging to help create a more 

thorough description of the belief systems of the interviewee, and how these belief 

systems were constructed.  Because I am addressing issues of identity and ideology in 

this study, understanding the diverse experiences and personal characteristics of the 

participants helped me understand how their belief systems were constructed.   

 

Group interviews  

Three group interviews were conducted in total.  Two student group interviews 

took place because eleven students would be too many students for one interview, thus 

they were divided into two interviews.  Five students took part in the first interview and 

four in the second.  Two students were absent for the group interview.  The four 

instructors also had a group interview.  The group interview exposed the participants to a 

different perspective (Fontana & Frey, 1994).  More specifically, I looked at aspects such 

as agreement or disagreement by the participants; how their allegiance with each other 

with regard to specific issues was formed and maintained; any possible changes of 

opinion, or persuasion methods used to advocate for their point of view.  Group 

interviews are becoming more common in research, and also help in the triangulation of 
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data.  The characteristics of the interviewer of a group interview are similar to those 

needed for individual interviews, including flexibility, compassion, being a good listener, 

sensitivity, and patience.  However, additional considerations exist for group interviews.  

Fontana and Frey discussed three specific challenges for group interviewers.  First, the 

interviewer must try to prevent one or a few people from dominating the conversation.  

Also, the interviewer has to act as both an interviewer and moderator managing the 

group’s interaction.  Finally, the dynamics that are created within that specific group 

could affect individual opinions being expressed.  I am also conducting individual 

interviews to help mitigate this last challenge.   

I took extensive notes as well as audio-recorded the interview to listen to carefully 

later.  I searched the data for emerging themes, related to participants’ beliefs about 

learning and teaching languages.  Possible sources of these beliefs based on the 

participant’s background such as culture or teaching experience were also examined.  It 

proved interesting to see if the NS and NNS instructors expressed similar or different 

opinions about the various issues related to language learning and teaching.  I took notice 

of any salient verbal interaction patterns between the instructors, such as one instructor 

agreeing with the opinion of another instructor.  Findings regarding their agreement or 

disagreement are presented in Chapter Four.   
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Classroom observations 

Extensive notes were taken during the eight classroom observations.  The 

classroom observations provided rich descriptive data concerning characteristics of the 

instructors’ actual teaching.   

 

Triangulation of the data 

 The quantitative, qualitative, and descriptive data joined together to make a 

thorough description of these participants and their belief systems and their experiences 

learning and teaching FLs.  Each method contributed to my descriptions of the 

participants and were interrelated.  The questionnaire data gave me a preliminary 

understanding of the participants’ beliefs and helped me formulate questions for the 

individual interviews.  For instance, I asked a participant why he/she possessed a certain 

belief or to expand on an answer given on the questionnaire.  Through the questionnaires 

and individual interviews tendencies began to emerge.  These trends served as effective 

“starter” questions for the group interview.  The group interview also served me with 

more qualitative data because the participants brought up issues that had not yet been 

discussed.  The group interview was more of a conversation between the subjects that I 

moderated than an interview. 

 The descriptive data from the classroom observations added to the rich 

quantitative and qualitative data.  Because the student participants were currently enrolled 

in a Spanish class and their instructors were also subjects in the study, it was informative 

to observe how the classes were conducted.  Furthermore, the observations were most 
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beneficial in that they added a rich descriptive component to the characterizations of the 

instructor subjects.  On the questionnaire the instructors answered items related to their 

priorities and beliefs as a language teacher.  Discussion of this same issue took place in 

the interviews, however without observing the instructors I would not have been able to 

know what their behavior was actually like in the classroom.  Thus, a more holistic 

description of the instructor participations was able to be provided. 

 

Preliminary pilot study 

 In the spring of 2002 a preliminary study was conducted at the University of 

Arizona to begin the testing of the data collection instruments.  A first version of the 

questionnaire was administered to two classes of intermediate Spanish students.  One 

class had a NS of English as its instructor, and the other class a NS of Spanish.  

Furthermore, each instructor, as well as two students in each class, were interviewed, and 

each class was observed one time.  The results of the study provided insightful qualitative 

and quantitative information, such as beliefs that NS of English are more caring, easier to 

understand, because of their accent, and allow more English in the classroom.  On the 

other hand, one of the students interviewed commented that NS of English provide 

“Americanized Spanish,” so students are not being prepared to communicate with NS.  

This mini-pilot study, as well as the pilot study, which will subsequently be discussed, 

helped in the refinement of the questionnaire and interview and observation techniques. 

 

 

 



 

96

The pilot study 

 In the summer of 2003 a more extensive pilot study was conducted using 19 

Spanish students and four GATs at the University of Arizona in order to test out the 

demographic survey and the two questionnaires.  Two Spanish instructors completed the 

demographic survey.  No modifications were deemed necessary after reviewing the 

surveys except asking for “years and months” instead of “months and years” in items #7 

and #8.  The actual items for #7 and #8 follow. 

 

8) If you were not born in the United States, how long have you lived here? 
 _____ months   _____ years 

 
9) How long have you been teaching Spanish?  
 _____ months   _____ years 
 

Instructor questionnaire: 

 Four Spanish instructors completed the questionnaire.  I asked GATs who would 

not be teaching in the fall of 2003 to complete the questionnaire, to reduce the possibility 

of the same GAT taking part in the pilot study and the actual research study.  Minor 

changes to the instructor questionnaire were made.  Specifically, I instructed GATs to 

only check one answer for item #5.  I will now list this actual item. 
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5) Given the following areas of foreign language skills and knowledge, who in your 
opinion would generally be the more effective teacher – a native speaker (NS) or 
non-native speaker (NNS) of the foreign language?  
 

a) pronunciation   ___ NS  ___ NNS 
b) grammar    ___ NS  ___ NNS 
c) speaking ability   ___ NS  ___ NNS 
d) writing    ___ NS  ___ NNS 
e) reading    ___ NS  ___ NNS 
f) understanding spoken language ___ NS  ___ NNS 
g) colloquial language use  ___ NS  ___ NNS 
h) cultural knowledge   ___ NS  ___ NNS 
i) vocabulary    ___ NS  ___ NNS 
 
 

 Another change made on the instructor questionnaire concerned adding two 

contrasting statements to item #4.  Namely, after the instructors are asked the degree to 

which they agree with the statement, “Native speakers are more compassionate than non-

native speaker teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second 

language,” the contrasting statement with NNS in the subject position was deemed 

necessary to include.  This was included because just because a participant disagrees with 

that statement, it cannot be inferred that the belief is held that NNS are more 

compassionate regarding the difficulties students face in learning an L2.  A contrasting 

statement was also added for the belief “Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than 

native speaker teachers.”   

 The last modification that was made concerned the deletion of sub-item letter f on 

item #5.  This item asked instructors to rate the comment “Native speaker teachers are 

more strict than non-native speaker teachers.”  This item did not yield insightful data.  

Next, I will address the quantitative and qualitative results of the four instructor 

questionnaires.   
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 Two NS and two NNS instructors of Spanish completed the questionnaire.  All of 

the instructors were female.  The NNS were all from the United States.  One of these 

instructors had experience teaching her L1, Spanish, as well as one of her second 

languages, English.  Three of these instructors preferred NS instructors and one 

commented that it depends whom she prefers.  Regarding the question of instructor 

superiority, three marked that it depends who is better and one felt that NNS are better 

teachers.  Interestingly, this instructor preferred NNS, yet felt NS are better because of 

the language model they provide.  Similar findings emerged in the actual study and are 

presented in Chapter Four.   

Reasons for NS preference included the authenticity of NS speech and the 

pronunciation model students can follow.  One of the instructors, who had been an 

instructor of her L1, Spanish, and L2, English, thought NS instructors could provide more 

precise explanations linguistically and culturally.  Another instructor commented that she 

believed that if she could understand her instructor’s NS speech then she knows she is 

truly ready to participate in the target culture and communicate with NS.  She felt that 

NNS cannot prepare students to interact with NS as efficiently.   

NNS were believed to be advantageous because they can relate better to the 

students culturally and affectively and they can better answer the students’ questions 

because they will better understand what they are specifically asking due to having gone 

through this same language learning experience.  NS will not be able to do this because 

they are guided by their NS intuition.  NNS also can be more understanding of the 

emotions, both positive and negative, of students.  One instructor stressed that all 
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instructors must have a strong knowledge base in methods and FL education and she 

would prefer a NNS with this knowledge as opposed to a NS without this knowledge 

even though she does have a general preference for NS instructors.  Also, NNS are 

thought to be able to predict which linguistic concepts will be arduous for the students.  

Lastly, one instructor thought that NS are advantageous at advanced levels of language 

study and NNS for beginning levels.  

 The four respondents differed in their language learning and language teaching 

beliefs on the issue of the importance to correct students’ pronunciation errors and 

grammatical errors.  The instructors all agreed that students should study grammar and 

culture.  However, one instructor believed grammar study to be so tedious that it could 

result in lowering the excitement and motivation of the students to learn the language, but 

she still believed it to be necessary as a foundation for FL study.  Instructors were neutral 

in their belief regarding NS or NNS being more fun or strict, however they believed that 

NNS are more compassionate.     

 

Student questionnaire: 

One intermediate class of 19 Spanish students at the University of Arizona 

completed the questionnaire for the pilot study.  The students were asked before 

completing the questionnaire if they were going to enroll in Spanish in the fall semester 

of 2003 at the University of Arizona.  One student answered in the affirmative, thus she 

did not complete the questionnaire, due to the possibility that she would be registered for 
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one of the classes that would take part in the actual study in the fall and her results could 

possibly be skewed due to having already completed the questionnaire.  

 The changes made to the student questionnaire after the pilot study are 

subsequently described.  Item #8 asked students to list other languages they studied, how 

long they studied the language, and the proficiency level reached in that language.  The 

self-proficiency assessment portion of the item was taken off.  Self-proficiency 

assessment is very problematic, and this information was not considered crucial to the 

study. 

Item #11 asked students to list characteristics of their past Spanish instructors 

using initials.  I decided to take off the use of initials, because of the issue of privacy. 

I deleted item #17 asking whether the student has ever changed classes to have or 

avoid having a NS.  This proved to be an insignificant item. 

On item #19, which was comprised of eight statements related to language 

learning beliefs, with which the students agreed or disagreed on a Likert-type scale, I 

added lines after each item for students to include any additional comments (Appendix 

B). 

I deleted item letter h on item #19.  This item asked students to rate the comment 

“Native speaker teachers are more strict than non-native speaker teachers.”  This item did 

not yield insightful data. 

I also changed the division of age to specifically be able to exclude those under 18 

for legal reasons.   
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I will now review the results of the data from the students’ questionnaire, 

beginning with the quantitative data.   

 

Results of student questionnaire 

Graph 1: Student preference for NS or NNS instructors (N=19) 

Questionnaire item: Would you prefer to have a native speaker of English or 
Spanish as your Spanish teacher in a foreign language classroom in the United 
States? 
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Graph 2: Student belief of NS/NNS instructor superiority (N=19) 

Questionnaire item: Who do you think makes a better Spanish teacher, a native or 
non-native speaker of Spanish? 
 

0

20

40

60

80

NS
NNS 
Depends

 

As shown in Graph 1, the majority (53%) of the students stated that their 

preference for a FL instructor depended on other factors and is not related to the L1 of the 

instructor.  Only one student (5%) stated she prefers NS.  Finally, a substantial number 
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(42%) of students asserted their preference for NNS Spanish instructors.  Thus, the pilot 

study suggests that the L1 of the teacher may not be important to a large number of 

students.  Data also emerged that the students with a preference selected NNS instructors 

over NS instructors to a strong degree. 

 With respect to who the students believed make superior language instructors, NS 

or NNS, the vast majority (74%) of students stated that it depends on other characteristics 

of the teacher (Graph 2).  This number was larger than the number of students believing it 

depends on other factors and do not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors.  These 

data suggest that there are some students who believe that NS instructors can be just as 

good as NNS instructors, but they still prefer NNS.  Again only one (5%) student, the 

same student who preferred NS instructors, chose NS as superior instructors.  Almost a 

fourth (21%) of the students marked NNS as better teachers.   

Next I will address the general relationship between whom the students prefer to 

have as their FL instructor and the two characteristics of:  1) reason for taking the 

Spanish class, namely whether it was to fulfill the FL requirement for graduation or if 

they were Spanish majors or minors; and 2) interest to live in a Spanish-speaking 

country.  The relationship between these same two characteristics and the students’ belief 

about if NS or NNS are better instructors were also examined.  Chart Two demonstrates 

the relationship between the first characteristic described and the students’ beliefs and 

preferences related to NS and NNS instructors.  The questionnaire items addressed here 

are those previously described for Graphs One and Two.  
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Graph 3: Relationship between taking class to fulfill FL requirement and instructor 

preference (N=16): 
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Graph 4: Relationship between being a Spanish major or minor and instructor 

preference (N=3): 
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Graph 5: Relationship between taking class to fulfill FL requirement and belief of 

instructor superiority (N=16): 
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Graph 6: Relationship between being a Spanish major or minor and belief of 

instructor superiority (N=3): 
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 The number of respondents was too small to be able to learn a great deal about 

this relationship between the student characteristic of reason for taking the class and 

preferring NS or NNS instructors, or reason for taking the class and believing NS or NNS 

to be more effective teachers.  Only three students in the pilot study were Spanish majors 

or minors.  The actual study will involve more respondents, thus more insightful findings 

about this relationship could be gained. 

 

Students that would like to live in a Spanish-speaking country (N=15): 

 A large number (79%) of students declared that they have interest to live in a 

Spanish-speaking country.  This was a strong percentage especially considering that only 

three students identified themselves to be Spanish majors or minors.  The majority (60%) 

of these students did not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors; rather their 

preference depended on other factors such as teacher personality and teaching style.  A 

small percentage (7%) of students preferred NS and a third (33%) of the students 

preferred NNS instructors. 
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 An even stronger majority of students (80%) did not believe NS or NNS are 

inherently superior teachers.  They believe that being a successful language teacher is 

contingent on other factors.  Only one (7%) student believed NS are superior instructors 

and two (13%) students believed NNS are better teachers. 

 

Are there differences in the language learning beliefs of students based on whether 

they believe NS or NNS are better instructors or prefer NS or NNS?  

 Because only one (5%) student marked a preference for NS instructors, and 

believing NS to be superior, I could not look for differences between the beliefs of 

students believing NS are better and the students believing NNS are better.  I could also 

not look for differences based on student preference. 

 

NS/NNS superiority instruction of areas of language study: 

 This last section relates to whether the students believe NS or NNS are superior 

instructors of specific areas of language study.  The overall percentage is given as well as 

the raw number in parentheses.  
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Questionnaire item: Given the following areas of foreign language skills and 
knowledge, who in your opinion would generally be the more effective teacher – a 
native speaker or non-native speaker of the foreign language?  
 
Table 1: Teacher superiority based on area of language study 
      NS  NNS   

a) Pronunciation    75% (12) 25% (4)  

b) Grammar     27% (4) 73% (11) 

c) Speaking     75% (12) 25% (4) 

d) Writing     31% (5) 69% (11) 

e) Reading     56% (9) 44% (7) 

f) Understanding spoken lang.  75% (12) 25% (4) 

g) Colloquial language use   59% (10) 41% (7) 

h) Cultural knowledge   75% (12) 25% (4) 

i) Vocabulary     50% (8) 50% (8) 

 

 NS instructors were believed to be superior instructors of the areas of 

pronunciation, speaking, reading, understanding spoken language, colloquial language 

use, and cultural knowledge.  Students believed NS and NNS instructors are equal 

regarding the teaching of vocabulary.  NNS are viewed as superior teachers of grammar 

and writing. 

I will now turn to the qualitative data of the questionnaire to gain a deeper 

understanding of the students’ belief systems.  The following list displays the 

characteristics students named as present in their ideal Spanish instructor.  The 

characteristics are listed in order of the most frequent responses.  The frequency of 

responses is given in parentheses after each characteristic. 
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Questionnaire item: Describe your ideal Spanish teacher.  Please be descriptive, 
including characteristics such as his/her academic background, native language, and 
teaching style. 
 
Table 2: Characteristics of the students’ ideal Spanish instructor (N=19): 

*Knowledgeable/competent in subject area (N=11, 58%) 

*Fun/captures the students’ attention (N=7, 37%) 

*L1 is not important (N=7, 37%) 

*Includes visual aids/interaction/different types of activities (N=6, 32%) 

*Understanding/sympathetic to difficulty in learning a FL (N=6, 32%) 

*Enjoys teaching (N=5, 26%) 

*Patient (N=5, 26%) 

*Has a desire to teach well (N=4, 21%) 

*Willing to work with students (N=4, 21%) 

*Explains grammar and other difficult points and gives directions in English 

(N=3, 16%) 

*Spent time in Spanish-speaking country (N=3, 16%) 

*Challenging (N=2, 11%) 

*Not too hard (N=2, 11%) 

*Organized (N=2, 11%) 

*Fluent in English (N=1, 5%) 

*Makes students speak Spanish (N=1, 5%) 

*NNS early in Spanish language study and NS later (N=1, 5%) 

*Must be NNS (N=1, 5%) 

 

The dominant characteristics of the students’ ideal instructors concerned their 

demeanor in the classroom including their personality, treatment of students and teaching 

style and selection of activities to be done in class.  Students also wanted instructors to 

have a strong foundational base concerning proficiency in the target language and 
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knowledge of the target culture.  Students commented that the L1 of the instructor is not 

important, rather other instructor characteristics determine the efficiency and competency 

of an instructor. 

Through analysis of the data from the student and instructor questionnaires in the 

pilot study it became clear to me that my initial research questions are significant and 

these methods of data collection coupled with individual interviews and group interviews 

and observations would yield important data that could lead to informative findings and 

beneficial pedagogical suggestions.   

 

Limitations of the pilot studies  

 These studies explored the beliefs of both undergraduate American students 

learning Spanish as a FL and their teachers at the University of Arizona in Tucson, 

Arizona.  Due to this fact, the findings will not be generalized to other FL instruction 

situations.  This is also relevant to the actual investigation.  Spanish has a unique social 

position in Tucson due to such factors as Tucson’s close geographical proximity to 

Mexico, an extensive Mexican immigrant population, numerous retail stores reflecting 

the Mexican culture, and the use of both Spanish and English in some ads and signs.  

Undergraduate students at the University of Arizona have likely had personal interaction 

with NS of Spanish in the United States, or Mexico, since 30% of Pima County is 

Hispanic.  Also, the Hispanic population now constitutes the largest minority population 

in the United States at more than 17% of the total United States population. Thus the 

student beliefs towards NS Spanish instructors may have been influenced by interactions 

 



 

109

with Spanish speakers.  The beliefs of Spanish students in Tucson may not be 

generalizable to learners of other FLs with fewer NS in the United States with whom 

students have never had contact.  Future studies will need to help clarify whether the 

findings of this study can be extended to language learners of different languages, in 

different locations, and at different levels. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Student participants 

 As described in Chapter Two, students enrolled in basic Spanish courses at the 

University of Arizona completed a six-page questionnaire (see Appendix B).  The 

questionnaire first asked detailed demographic questions.  The subsequent questionnaire 

items related to whether they prefer NS or NNS instructors and if they believe NS or 

NNS are better instructors in general and of nine areas of FL skills and knowledge.  Items 

also asked the students about ten language learning beliefs, and lastly, there was a 

qualitative section in which the students described their ideal language instructor.  

Furthermore, eleven out of the 158 students who completed the questionnaire participated 

in follow-up interviews and observations.  These students were interviewed individually 

and nine of these eleven students also took part in a group interview.  The eleven focus 

study students were also observed in class by me two different times in the semester.   

As described in Chapter Three, eight undergraduate 100-200 level classes 

completed the questionnaire for a total of 158 students.  Four students were excluded 

because they were identified to be heritage learners based on their answers to the 

demographic questions, leaving a final number of 154 students.  All the student 

participants were born and raised in the United States.  These students are NS of English 

and FL learners of Spanish.  Their language learning experiences, including their past 

teachers differ.  Some of them have studied other FLs.  The age at which the students 
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began learning Spanish varies between elementary school and college.  All the students 

began learning Spanish in a formal, academic setting.  There is also variation in their total 

years studying Spanish.  The background questions on the questionnaire reveal that 

various students have traveled in Spanish-speaking countries, generally for brief periods 

of time, for instance to Mexico for vacation.  Of the four classes instructed by NNS, two 

of them are second semester, Spanish 102; one is third semester, Spanish 201; and one is 

a fourth semester class, Spanish 202.  Of the four classes instructed by NS, one of them is 

first semester, Spanish 101; two of them are third semester; and one of them is fourth 

semester.  

Instructor participants 

All 89 instructors teaching Spanish in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese 

at the University of Arizona during Fall semester of 2003 were given a three-page 

demographic survey to complete (Appendix A).  The survey included detailed questions 

related to where the instructors grew up, and their language learning and language 

teaching experiences.  Sixty-four surveys were returned to me completed, equaling 72% 

of those distributed.  Certain characteristics of the instructors are demonstrated 

graphically below. 

Graph 7: Gender distribution of GATs (N=64) 
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Graph 8: Native languages of GATs (N=64) 
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 I then invited eight instructors with diverse personal characteristics of gender, 

age, and learning and teaching experiences to participate further in the study and 

complete a questionnaire about their beliefs towards learning and teaching languages 

(Appendix C).  I also requested permission to visit their classes and explain my 

investigation to their students and ask them to complete the student questionnaire.  The 

goal of this investigation is to describe the belief systems of varying instructors, as well 

as examine instructors’ belief systems in relation to their students’.  

 As previously stated, four of the classes that completed the questionnaire have a 

NS teacher and four of these classes have a NNS teacher.  All of these instructors are 

different, for a total of eight instructors.  The NNS instructors are NS of English, born 

and raised in the United States, who learned Spanish as a FL, completed advanced 

degrees in Spanish, and currently teach Spanish at the University of Arizona.  These NNS 

instructors have experience traveling throughout the Spanish-speaking world.  Two of the 

instructors principally studied in Spain, one in Colombia, and one in Puerto Rico.   

 The remaining four classes that completed the questionnaire have a NS instructor.  

Three of these instructors are from Mexico and one is from Puerto Rico.  They have been 

in the United States for different amounts of time, and also vary in other personal 
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characteristics such as gender, amount of time learning English, and experience teaching 

Spanish and other languages.  Four of these eight instructors, two NS and two NNS, 

participated further in my investigation through individual and group interviews and 

allowing me to conduct observations of their class at two different times.  These 

instructors are described in more detail later in this chapter, as well as the students who 

took part in the qualitative aspects of the investigation.   

At this point I would like to reassert that individuals’ identities are comprised of a 

multitude of factors, and the characteristic of being a NS or NNS is just one of these 

factors.  Thus, it must be acknowledged that there is great variation between NS and 

NNS.  Diagram 1 in Chapter 1 demonstrates many of these factors such as gender, age, 

religion, educational experiences, and cultural background.  Furthermore, when dealing 

with a characteristic such as ‘native-speakerness’ or ‘non-native-speakerness’ other 

factors come into play, such as the target language proficiency of NNS, their contact with 

the target cultures and, their L1.  All of the NNS instructors who completed the 

questionnaire or participated in the qualitative aspects of the investigation are NS of 

English from the United States.  Additionally, as previously stressed, beliefs are difficult 

to study because they are problematic to measure or quantify because they are multi-

layered and people may not even be aware of their own belief systems.  Open-ended 

forms of methodology such as interviews are important to use, as opposed to only 

questionnaires. 
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Questionnaire findings 

The research findings will be presented by research question.  The research 

questions will be answered quantitatively and then a qualitative discussion will follow.  

After the findings from the questionnaire are presented I will describe the data that 

emerged through the individual and group interviews and classroom observations.  A 

thorough description of each focus study participant will be given.  There are four 

participants in three classes, three students and the instructor, whereas one class only had 

three participants, two students and the instructor, for a taking total of 15 subjects part in 

the din-depth qualitative portions of the study.  After the individual subjects of a class are 

described I will present a “portrait” of the class.  This will involve a holistic description 

of the class, incorporating the information obtained through the two classroom 

observations.  Next, I will turn to the data gathered from the student group interviews and 

instructor interview.  Finally, a brief synthesis will be given of the prevalent themes that 

emerged.  This synthesis will serve as a prelude to the conclusions of my study in 

Chapter Five that are based on the quantitative and qualitative data presented in this 

chapter.      

Research Question #1: a) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona 

believe NS or NNS are better Spanish instructors in general? 
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Graph 9: Overall student belief of teacher superiority (N=154):   
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 The data are graphically represented in percentages as opposed to raw numbers 

throughout this chapter.  As evident in Graph 9, the majority (62%) indicated that it 

depends on other factors whether NS or NNS instructors are superior.  They were not 

able to generalize that NS or NNS are better teachers overall.  Of the students with a 

belief about NS or NNS teacher superiority, NS were thought to be better to a slightly 

higher degree, 19% vs. 18%, (three out of 154 students) than NNS instructors.  One 

student did not answer this question.  The reasons for the construction of this belief will 

be discussed subsequently.  

   

Research Question #1: b) Why do students believe NS or NNS are better Spanish 

instructors in general? 

 I first provide a table consolidating the reasons students listed why they believe it 

depends who is better, or why NS or NNS are better instructors, along with the number of 

students that included that specific reason.  The most frequent reasons are listed first.  

The number of students that included that reason is included, as well as the equivalent 

percentage of the total number of students with the relevant belief.  A summary of the 

reasons will then be provided.  I will first discuss the students’ reasons why it depends 

 



 

116

who is a better teacher since this was the most common response.  Verbatim excerpts by 

the students’ are available to add a more personal dynamic (Appendix H)  

 
Table 3a: Reasons students listed as to why it depends if NS or NNS are better 

Spanish instructors (N=96):      
Depends on 

teaching style 
Need to know 

material 
Depends on 

Ss’ SLA 
success 

Need to know 
Spanish and 

English 

Personality 
variation 

NS have used 
Spanish entire 

life 
21 (22%) 17 (18%) 15 (16%) 14 (15%) 13 (14%) 13 (14%) 

 
NNS know 
grammar 

better 

Need positive 
attitude to 
teaching 

NNS must be 
fluent in 
Spanish 

NNS can 
relate to Ss 

NNS better 
for beginning 

levels 

NS better for 
advanced 

levels 
12 (13%) 5 (5%) 4 (4%) 4 (4%) 4 (4%) 4 (4%) 

 
NS know ‘real 

world’ 
language use 

NNS 
advantage to 

compare 
Spanish/Eng  

NS hard to 
understand 

NS know 
more about 

culture 

NNS must live 
in target 
culture 

NS more 
challenging 

3 (3%) 3 (3%) 3 (3%) 2 (2%) 2 (2%) 1 (1%) 
 

 The most frequently listed reason by students (22%) as to why they cannot name 

NS or NNS as superior instructors is because of variability in teaching styles.  Students 

stated that the methods a teacher uses greatly affects how effective that instructor is.  

Students also asserted that they want a teacher who uses a variety of activities, including 

interactive group activities.  The examples an instructor uses to help the students’ 

learning of the grammatical structures are also seen to be paramount to the students’ 

learning.  Seventeen (18%) students who stated that it depends if NS or NNS are better 

teachers, wrote that all teachers need to have a thorough knowledge of the material being 

covered.  They believe that a teacher needs to not only be fluent in Spanish, but also must 
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know the grammar of Spanish in such a way that the instructor can explain the rules and 

concepts to the class in a meaningful and clear way. 

 Next, students (16%) stated that teacher superiority depends on which teacher is 

more effective.  I infer through different comments on the questionnaires that what the 

students mean by “effective” concerns the amount the students learn in the instructor’s 

class.  The students also wrote that effectiveness is related to the ability to slow down 

when students are struggling and to repeat specific information already taught if the 

students are still having difficulties.  One student (1%) stated that the ability to use both 

Spanish and English as needed in the class can make teachers more effective.  

Furthermore, when the instructors make an effort to relate to the students and understand 

their language and cultural background, effectiveness can be positively affected.  

Fourteen students (15%) asserted that they want an instructor who knows both Spanish 

and English.  They want an instructor who is highly proficient in Spanish and can use the 

language without difficulty.  However, they also feel that FL instructors teaching in the 

United States should know English and be able to communicate with ease in English. 

 The next reason listed as to why both NS and NNS can be optimal teachers is due 

to the variation in teachers’ personalities.  These students (14%) stated that the success of 

a NS or NNS instructor is due to the presence of certain personality characteristics such 

as being patient, fun, understanding and sensitive.  Students listed both advantages of NS 

and NNS.  For instance, with regard to NS instructors, 13 (14%) students listed the fact 

that they have spoken the target language all their life as an advantage.  Thus, the 

teachers’ accent is native and provides a model for the students.  Also NS know the 
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language “inside and out” and will better know how to respond to students’ questions.  

However, one (1%) student stated that along with these linguistic advantages may also 

come the disadvantage of not being able to explain the rules as well, specifically the verb 

conjugations.    

 The next most frequently stated reason supports Medgyes’ findings that NNS 

often have a heightened metalinguistic awareness of the language.  Twelve (13%) 

students stated that NNS know the grammar better and are more capable of explaining the 

grammatical rules and concepts and perhaps doing a cross-linguistic comparison between 

Spanish and English to help the students understand the differences better.  Furthermore, 

students remarked that NNS instructors may have suggestions or tips for students when 

learning Spanish, because they too went through the process, and will be aware of the 

grammatical areas difficult for NS of English. 

 The previous reasons were the prevalent ones given for NS or NNS instructors 

being considered superior.  I will now comment on additional reasons students included 

on the questionnaires, although the numbers are not as compelling.  Five (5%) students 

stated that attitude makes a significant difference on the effectiveness of a teacher.  

Students want a teacher with a positive attitude and a strong passion for teaching.  They 

desire a teacher who seems happy to teach and in the opinion of one student, does not 

seem like he/she is being forced to be there solely because of the paycheck.  One (1%) 

student also wants a teacher with high ethics.   

 Four (4%) students expressed concerns regarding the Spanish language 

proficiency of NNS instructors.  They declared that it is important for NNS to be fluent in 

 



 

119

Spanish and have a good accent.  The same number of participants stated that NNS can 

be superior because of their ability to relate to the students’ experiences learning Spanish.  

They know first-hand what the students are going through.  The same number of students 

also wrote that NS are better for more advanced levels of Spanish classes and NNS 

instructors are better for the beginning levels of language learning. 

 Three (3%) students stated that one advantage of NS instructors is their 

understanding of how the language is used in context.  They know the real-world 

applications better.  They also are more familiar with the slang words and idiomatic 

expressions.  The same number of students wrote that NNS are able to teach the language 

in a clearer way through comparison to English.  Three (3%) students also declared that 

NS instructors can be hard to understand, because of the rate at which they speak and 

because their accent is so different than the students’ accent in Spanish.       

 Two (2%) students commented that NS know more about the target culture from 

having grown up in it.  Related to this reason was the belief posited by two students that 

NNS instructors should have the experience of living in the target culture.  One (1%) 

student stated that NS instructors are more challenging.     

 

Table 3b: Reasons students listed as to why NS are better Spanish instructors 
(N=30): 

 
Use language more in 

everyday life 
Deeper understanding 

of the language 
Deeper understanding 

of culture 
Can backup info. in 

book 
10 (33%) 9 (30%) 5 (17%) 5 (17%) 

 
Better prepare Ss to 

interact w/ NS 
Better vocabulary 

knowledge 
Students learn more 

from NS 
Less accepting of 

English 
5 (17%) 4 (13%) 2 (7%) 1 (3%) 
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The most common reason given by the 30 student participants for their belief that NS 

instructors are better instructors pertains to the frequency with which they use Spanish.  

Ten (33%) students state that NS of Spanish use the language more in their daily life as 

an advantage of NS as a reason why they are better teachers.  Furthermore, NS are 

thought to have a stronger linguistic background in Spanish, because they have used it all 

their life.  They were raised speaking Spanish, thus it is more natural for them than NNS 

who generally learned the language later in life as a FL.  As mentioned in Chapter Two, 

Cook found that the primary advantage NS instructors possess is related to the language 

model they offer.  This model is seen as an ideal, because they have been speaking the 

language their entire life.  Thus, a third (33%) of the students believing NS to be superior 

FL teachers agree with this assertion by Cook.   

 The second most frequently listed reason given by nearly a third (30%) of the 

students concerns NS knowing more than NNS about Spanish in areas such as 

pronunciation.  The NS accent is seen as correct and more natural by the students.  

Furthermore, NS will better know how to answer the questions students have, because 

their knowledge about Spanish is more extensive than the knowledge possessed by NNS.  

This reason is also related to the language model NS instructors provide.  The students 

view the NS as a model to approximate in areas such as pronunciation.  Next, students 

listed the superior cultural knowledge of NS as a reason for considering them to be better 

teachers (17%) and included comments such as the fact that NS grew up in a Spanish-

speaking culture and that this cultural basis helped create who they are now.  These 

students feel that this knowledge can never be fully attained by NNS. 
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 Five (17%) students believing NS to be better teachers, stated that NS can 

supplement the book with real-life experiences, so in a NS-taught class students are 

getting more than what is in the book.  This same number of respondents remarked that 

students who have a NS as a teacher are better prepared to interact with other NS in 

various contexts, because NS speak informally and use slang and idiomatic expressions 

not present in the book.  Three of the students stated that NNS are less likely to use 

idiomatic language, causing the teachers, and also thus the students to be ill prepared to 

communicate with NS.       

 The next most frequent reason (13%) for preferring NS teachers is related to the 

previous reason and concerns the depth of the NS vocabulary and their understanding of 

the contextual use of the vocabulary words.  Three students commented that NS teachers 

are able to tell the students which phrases are more common.  Two (7%) students stated 

that classes with a NS instructor are better because the students learn more, referring to 

NS instructors as “more productive.”  Lastly, one (3%) student reasoned that NS allow 

less English in class resulting in the students learning more Spanish.  However, it is also 

worth noting that one student believing NS to be better teachers commented that NS 

instructors must know English.  Again, I would like to reiterate that this study is 

specifically addressing the learning of Spanish as a FL in the United States by NS of 

English.  Additionally, the context in which it took place was in Tucson, Arizona, a 

border community, and the results cannot necessarily be generalized to other areas of the 

United States, because the position of Spanish in this geographic context and the 
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perception of Spanish speakers by non-Spanish speakers may differ greatly encouraging 

the conduction of future studies on this topic.      

 

Table 3c: Reasons students listed as to why NNS are better Spanish instructors 
(N=27): 

 
Understand Ss’ 

difficulties 
Empathetic, relate to 

Ss’ experience 
Patient, understanding Aware of slang, 

colloquial speech 
20 (74%) 12 (44%) 5 (19%) 5 (19%) 

 
Can use English to 

communicate 
Same 

language/cultural 
background 

NNS spoken Spanish 
easier to understand 

Allow more English 

5 (19%) 5 (19%) 2 (7%) 1 (4%) 
  

The most common reason listed as to why NNS are better FL Spanish instructors, 

given by nearly three-quarters (74%) of the students, is the teachers’ ability to understand 

the difficulties in learning Spanish, because they too learned it as a FL.  The instructors 

will be aware of concepts in Spanish that are specifically cumbersome for NS of English 

assert these students.  These students believe it to be a great advantage that the teachers 

went through the same experience of learning Spanish as a FL.  One student stated that 

NNS instructors would better know the methods to use to help NS of English learn 

Spanish.  Another student stated that NNS instructors more fully comprehend the entire 

process of learning a language and all the extraneous variables related to the process.  

Thus, the shared experience between student and NNS teacher is seen to be highly 

advantageous.  This finding is consistent with Medgyes’ findings that one of the six 

advantages of NNS instructors is their ability to predict potential difficulties of the 

students and know how to help them overcome these challenges.   
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 The second most common reason, given by nearly a half (44%) of the students 

believing NNS to be better instructors, concerns the ability of NNS instructors to relate to 

the experience the students are going through and feelings the students may have such as 

frustration, embarrassment, or anxiety.  NNS instructors are thought to be able to 

empathize with their students because of their shared experience.   This is also consistent 

with Medgyes’ findings.     

 The next reason, given by almost a fifth (19%) of the students, is the patience of 

the NNS instructors.  Students commented that NNS are more patient and understanding 

than NS instructors who may not understand why students are struggling, or how difficult 

learning Spanish is.  The same number of students listed as an advantage the fact that 

NNS are more aware of the expressions and words in Spanish that will be difficult for the 

students to learn because they are idiomatic as helpful for the students.  The NNS’ level 

of awareness of the difficulty in learning these expressions is believed to be high, and 

much higher than that of NS.  One (4%) student stated that NS in fact use too much slang.  

Five (19%) students stated as an advantage the fact that NNS instructors can use English 

fluently with the students.  The teachers can communicate without problem with the 

students in English and can also understand the questions students ask in English when 

they do not know how to express the question in Spanish.   

 Five (19%) students saw the fact that NNS instructors have the same language 

and culture background as an advantage.  Of course, the NNS instructors they were 

referring to are NS of English from the United States, as specified in this investigation.  

Two (7%) students further included the reason that NNS speech is easier to understand 
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because they do not speak as quickly or include as much slang.  Finally, one (4%) student 

exclaimed that NNS instructors allow more English than NS instructors within the 

classroom.  

Some of the complete narrative responses of students are provided in Appendix H 

describing why they believe NS or NNS to be better FL instructors, or if they believe it 

depends. 

Research Question #1: c) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona 

believe NS or NNS are better Spanish instructors of specific areas of language 

study? 

 This section explores the students’ beliefs towards NS or NNS teacher superiority 

in the language learning and language teaching areas of: pronunciation, grammar, 

speaking, reading, writing, understanding spoken language (referred to as listening), 

colloquial expressions, culture, and vocabulary.  The students were not asked to 

descriptively explain their beliefs, thus only a quantitative summary will be presented.   

Table 4: Students’ beliefs of teacher superiority in areas of language learning 
(N=154): 
 (“Pronunciation NS” refers to the belief that NS are superior at teaching the 
language skill of pronunciation and “Pronunciation NNS” refers to the belief that 
NNS are superior at teaching that skill, etc.): 

 
Pronunciation 

NS 
Pronunciation 

NNS 
Grammar 

NS 
Grammar 

NNS 
Speaking 

NS 
Speaking  

NNS 
140 (91%) 10 (6%)  42 (27%) 100 (65%) 10 (85%) 16 (10%) 

 
Writing 

NS 
Writing  

NNS 
Reading 

NS 
Reading 

NNS 
Listening  

NS 
Listening  

NNS 
63 (41%) 78 (51%) 87 (56%) 54 (35%) 94 (61%) 51 (33%) 

 
Colloquial  

NS 
Colloquial  

NNS 
Culture 

NS 
Culture  

NNS 
Vocabulary 

NS 
Vocabulary 

NNS 
118 (77%) 29 (19%) 118 (77%) 26 (17%) 93 (60%) 50 (32%) 
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 The students were forced to choose between NS and NNS as superior in the 

discrete areas of language study.  The option of “depends” was not included.  Thus, the 

percentage does not equal 100% for each category, because some students marked both a 

NS and NNS, or left the item blank.  Based on the students’ answers, respondents believe 

that NS are superior overall at teaching pronunciation, speaking, reading, listening, 

colloquial language use, cultural knowledge and vocabulary.  The belief that NS are 

superior instructors of pronunciation was the strongest belief, with a great majority (91%) 

of the students agreeing with it. 

 NNS instructors are believed to be superior instructors of grammar and writing.  

This belief coincides with the proposition established by Medgyes that NNS often have a 

heightened metalinguistic awareness of the FL.  These data are interesting, because they 

could lead one to the assumption that students believe NS instructors to be greatly 

superior to NNS overall, however, the data presented earlier do not support that 

assumption.  The majority (62%) of students believe it depends on other factors who is 

superior.  Referring back to Graph 9, we see that the difference was only 1%, or rather, 

three more students believed NS to be superior to NNS instructors.  This finding is based 

on the assumption of “all things being equal.”  This finding will be revisited in Chapter 

Five.       

 

Research Question #2: a) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona 

prefer to be taught by NS or NNS of the target language? 
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Graph 10: Overall student preference for NS or NNS teachers (N=154):  
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 The questionnaire results show that for over a half (53%) of the students it 

depends on other instructor variables if they prefer to be in a NS or NNS class.  Again 

they are not able to generalize because there are so many factors involved that influence 

their favorability towards an instructor.  Of the students with a preference, 29% prefer 

NNS and 19% NS.  This is a difference of 15 students. This is interesting, because it 

differs from the beliefs students expressed regarding teaching superiority as presented in 

Graph 9.  Thus, the student’s beliefs of teacher superiority and their preference differ.  

This oscillation is minimal with regard to NS.  Thirty students (19%) of the overall 

student population believe NS are better instructors, and 29 students (19%) prefer to be 

taught by NS instructors.  On the other hand, what is more striking are the results of the 

students’ beliefs about NNS instructors.  Twenty seven (18%) students believe NNS 

instructors to be superior, yet 44 (29%) students prefer to be instructed by NNS 

instructors.   
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Research Question #2: b) Why do students prefer to be taught by NS or NNS 

Spanish instructors? 

I will first provide a chart consolidating the dominant reasons students listed for 

their preference along with the number of students that included that specific reason and 

the equivalent percentage.  The reasons are listed in terms of frequency.   

 
Table 5a: Reasons students listed as to why it depends if they prefer to be taught by 
a NS of Spanish or a NS of English (N=81): 

 
Knowledge of 
Span & Eng 

beneficial 

Variation in 
personality/ 
attitude to 
teaching 

Thorough 
knowledge of 
subject area 

necessary 

Variation in 
teaching style 

NS possess deeper 
knowledge of 

language  

20 (25%) 16 (20%) 14 (17%) 12 (15%) 11 (14%) 
 

Patience and clarity 
when teaching 

necessary  

NNS relate better to Ss NS harder to 
understand  

NNS better for 
beginners  

10 (12%) 9 (11%) 8 (10%) 6 (7%) 
  

NS better for advanced 
learners  

NNS know rules better Teachers should use 
words Ss understand 

NS challenge Ss more 

5 (6%) 5 (6%) 3 (4%) 2 (2%) 
 

 The majority (53%) of students do not have a preference for NS or NNS 

instructors; rather they want an instructor who possesses certain characteristics.  Thus, it 

is evident that the students are distinguishing between pedagogical ability and linguistic 

proficiency and there are certain characteristics they prefer in an instructor regardless of 

language background.  For instance, a quarter of the students with this belief feel that it is 

beneficial for the instructor to know both Spanish and English.  The possession of a high 

level of linguistic proficiency in both Spanish and English is viewed by these students as 

advantageous because the students can discuss their difficulties with the instructor in 
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English, but the instructor is also a strong language model for Spanish.  Next, a fifth of 

the students commented that the attitude and personality of the instructor make him/her 

more or less desirable to have as a teacher.  Some of the qualities that these students 

prefer their instructor to possess include patience, kindness, and a fun and flexible 

attitude, so the students feel comfortable and do not get bored with the same routine day 

after day. 

 Next, almost a fifth (17%) of the students commented that whether an instructor is 

a NS or NNS is not an important factor, but rather the instructor’s knowledge of the 

subject area.  The instructor needs to fully understand Spanish grammar, have a rich 

vocabulary, and a thorough understanding of the culture.  The teaching style of the 

instructor is a pivotal factor as well and was listed by a number (15%) of students.  These 

students prefer an instructor who employs a variety of teaching strategies to make a 

dynamic class.  The lecture style was discouraged.  Although students commented that it 

depends overall if they prefer a NS or NNS instructor, certain characteristics were listed 

pertaining specifically to each group.  For instance, many students (14%) commented that 

NS have a deeper knowledge of the subject area because they grew up speaking Spanish, 

thus their vocabulary base for instance is more ample.   

 Moreover, relating back to the belief that an instructor’s attitude towards teaching 

and personality influence the climate of the classroom exists the feeling, expressed by 

many students (12%), that it is necessary for an instructor to be both patient and clear 

when teaching characteristics of the Spanish language.  Thus, the students prefer for the 

instructor to have both patience and clarity when explaining linguistic concepts.  An 
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advantage to having a NNS instructor, which was listed by over a tenth (11%) of the 

students, involves the NNS’ ability to relate to the students better both culturally and 

linguistically.  The teachers are familiar with the challenges presenting themselves to 

students because they too faced these challenges as students.  There are linguistic 

concepts that will be cumbersome to the students, such as learning the subtle uses of the 

subjunctive in Spanish.  Additionally, there are cultural differences that take work to 

understand, such as the differences in customs between Latin American countries, Spain 

and the United States. 

 Ten percent of the students commented that NS are harder to understand because 

of their rate of speech and choice of vocabulary.  Six (7%) students wrote that NNS can 

be better for beginning language learners of Spanish, and five (6%) students wrote that 

NS are advantageous for more advanced learners.  There was a belief expressed by five 

(6%) students that NNS have a deeper knowledge of the grammatical rules in Spanish.  

This again corresponds to the assertion by Medgyes that NNS have a more thorough 

metalinguistic knowledge of the target language.  A general suggestion for instructors, 

which was listed by three (4%) respondents, was to use vocabulary words the students are 

familiar with and not low frequency words or slang words.  Two (2%) students also 

asserted that NS challenge the students more because they have higher expectations and 

allow less English in the classroom.  Thus, the entire class is conducted in Spanish and 

the students are expected to speak only Spanish.   
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Table 5b: Reasons students listed as to why they prefer to be taught by a NS of 
Spanish (N=29): 
Knows everything 

about language 
Most fluent Can teach 

informal lang. 
Knows frequency 

of words 
Superior cultural 

knowledge 
10 (34%) 9 (31%) 5 (17%) 4 (14%) 3 (10%) 

 
Have more than 
book knowledge 

More challenging Methods more 
effective 

More productive 
to learn from 

Understand Ss’ 
difficulties 

3 (10%) 2 (7%) 2 (7%) 2 (7%) 1 (3%) 
 

The most prevalent reason listed by the students as to why they prefer to be in a 

NS of Spanish’s classroom relates to their knowledge of Spanish.  Over a third (34%) of 

the students included this reason as influential in forming their NS preference.  Students 

stated that NS knowledge of the target language is vast and that these instructors also 

possess a more thorough overall understanding of the language because they were raised 

speaking the target language, as opposed to NNS.  One student wrote that NS have more 

knowledge related to areas such as grammar.  Another student remarked that NS know 

the changes in the language, thus they are more of an expert on the language.  An 

additional student asserted that NS could present the similarities and differences between 

Spanish and English to the students if the instructor is fluent in English better than NNS 

instructors.   

 The fluency of NS compared to NNS is the next most common reason why 

students prefer to be taught by NS instructors and was listed by almost a third (31%) of 

the students.  This belief of NS fluency superiority was related to areas such as 

pronunciation, their style of conversation, and the words they use.  Five (17%) students 

prefer NS instructors because they can teach the students how to speak in a more 

informal style.  The usage of slang words and idiomatic expressions is part of this 
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informal style NS can more effectively teach.  Additionally, three (10%) students stated 

that NS are able to inform the students of which words or phrases are most common 

because of a more thorough knowledge of word usage. 

 A belief shared by three (10%) of the students concerns NS having a deeper 

knowledge base of the target culture because they grew up in this culture.  NNS only 

have limited experience in the target culture.  Related to the last belief is the assertion 

that NS are preferable because they posses more than book knowledge.  Again, three 

(10%) students included this reason to explain their preference. 

 There were two (7%) students who included reasons related to NS instructors 

being more challenging in the construction of their preference.  It is apparent that these 

students are motivated to learn the target language.  Two (7%) students also stated that 

learning under NS instructors is more productive, or rather the students just simply learn 

more when they have a NS instructor.  Finally, one (3%) student prefers NS instructors in 

part because they understand the difficulties students are having better than NNS 

instructors.  This is actually contrary to the common belief that one of the advantages of 

NNS instructors is their ability to empathize with the students (Medyges).  

 

Table 5c: Reasons students listed as to why they prefer to be taught by a NS of 
English (N=44): 

 
Understand Ss’ 

difficulties 
Shared language 

background 
Shared experiences Spoken language 

easier to understand 
23 (53%) 17 (39%) 15 (34%) 6 (14%) 

 
Better understanding of formal, 

academic Spanish 
Barrier between NS and 

students 
More patient 

5 (11%) 2 (5%) 2 (5%) 
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The most common reason listed by over a half (53%) of the students as to why 

they prefer a NS of English as their FL instructor of Spanish in the United States relates 

to the instructor’s ability to understand the difficulties the students are having.  Some of 

the students stated that because these instructors are NS of English and learned Spanish 

as a FL; they know which linguistic concepts will be difficult for the students.  This is 

mentioned by Medgyes as one of the strengths NNS instructors possess.  Related to the 

previous reason is the preference for NNS due to the common language background.  

These students wrote that they like being able to ask their questions in English and have 

the instructor fully understand the question and then answer back in English.  Thirty-nine 

percent of the students included this as a reason for their NNS preference.  The next 

reason is also tied to the last two reasons, the shared language learning experience 

between the student and instructor, and was listed by a third (34%) of the students.  These 

students wrote that they felt a connection with the instructor through having gone through 

this same experience.  The teacher knew “what they were going through.” 

 The next reason concerns the feeling that NNS are easier to understand due to 

reasons such as their rate of speech, choice of vocabulary and accent.  This reason was 

included by many (14%) of the students.  Two students expressed the sentiment that NS 

do not realize how fast they are speaking and keep “going on and on” although the class 

is lost.  Furthermore, NS were thought to use more slang words such as idiomatic 

expressions.  The issue of non-standard words such as popular slang words, or idiomatic 

expressions was a theme that continued to emerge throughout the study.  Beliefs in favor 

of slang in the classroom because exposure to “real-life” speech better prepares students 
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to interact with NS arose, as well as beliefs against slang in a university classroom 

because the language should be more formal.  Students also expressed the feeling that 

slang is too hard for the students to understand at the lower levels.  Accordingly, over a 

tenth (11%) of the students preferred NNS because of their language use.  Students stated 

that formal and informal Spanish are different and it is imperative that the instructor 

know how to teach formal, academic Spanish, because that is what the students are 

expected to know in a university setting and the language they are principally tested on.  

These students stated that NNS are more versed in the formal, technical aspects of 

Spanish.  NS simply know how to use the language because it is their L1, but they do not 

know how to explain it.  This also relates to the suggestion by Medgyes that NS work to 

increase their metalinguistic awareness. 

 Finally, a few (5%) students feel that there is a barrier between NS and students 

because of the differences in background, both cultural and linguistic, and because the 

NS instructor does not know how to relate to or empathize with what the students are 

going through.  The same number of students feels that NNS instructors are more patient 

with the students and the mistakes they make.  NNS also will go over a concept again if it 

is not understood by the students.  Some of the complete narrative responses can be found 

in Appendix I. 

 

 Research Question #3: Are there differences in student preferences for NS or NNS 

instructors based on their choice of becoming a Spanish major or minor? 
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I will now examine the preference of Spanish majors and minors.  The total 

number of students self-selecting themselves as a Spanish major or minor was 37, or 24% 

of the total number of students (N=154).   

 

Graph 11: Spanish major and minor preference for NS or NNS teachers 

(N=37):
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 Student majors or minors do not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors; 

rather the majority (54%) stated that it depends on other factors why they prefer a certain 

type of teacher.  Of the Spanish majors or minors with a preference, NS instructors are 

preferred to NNS instructors, 27% to 19%.  This preference is striking because it 

contrasts from the findings in Graph 10.  Graph 10 reveals the fact that 29% of the entire 

student population in the study prefers NNS instructors, whereas 19% prefer NS 

instructors.  Thus, the preferences are nearly reversed.  The percentage of students stating 

it depends on other factors stayed consistent, 53% overall and 54% for Spanish majors 

and minors.  These data could suggest that students with a high level of motivation to 

learn Spanish to an advanced level of proficiency have a tendency to prefer NS, because 

the students’ ultimate goal is to become as native-like as possible.  This is an important 

direction for further research.  
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Research Question #4: Are there differences in student preferences for NS or NNS 

instructors based on their interest to live in a Spanish-speaking country? 

 I will now examine the preference of students that are interested in living in a 

Spanish-speaking country in the future.  The total number of students expressing an 

interest to live in a Spanish-speaking country was 87, or 56% of the total number of 

students. 

 

Graph 12: Preference for NS or NNS teachers of students interested in living in a 

Spanish-speaking country (N=87): 
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 Again the majority (54%) of students interested in living in a Spanish-speaking 

country stated that it depends on other factors why they prefer a certain type of teacher.  

Of the students with a preference, NS instructors are preferred to NNS instructors to a 

slight degree, 24% to 22%.  The Spanish majors and minors expressed a stronger 

preference for NS instructors than did the students with an interest to live in a Spanish-

speaking country.  This preference expressed by the students interested in living in a 

Spanish-speaking country for NS instructors (24%) to NNS instructors (22%) deviates 

from the overall preference of the student population for NNS instructors to NS 

instructors (29% to 19%).  It is possible that because the students want to go to the target 
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context and interact with NS they hope to become as native-like as possible and may 

want practice interacting with NS.  However, the majority of students for all questions 

assert that it depends whom they prefer or who they believe is better.  They are 

distinguishing between pedagogical and linguistic expertise.  NS instructors may also be 

seen as preferable to this group of students because of the cultural knowledge they 

possess.   

A further investigation would be insightful that examines in more detail the 

beliefs of these students that want to study abroad.  It is also necessary to state that 

students have different goals for studying abroad.  The questionnaire asked the students 

to list which country or countries they would specifically like to live in, how long they 

would like to live in that country, and why they would like to live in that specific country.  

The questionnaire intentionally used the phrase “live in” and not merely “visit” to convey 

a stay of longer duration, as well as a feel of more interaction and participation in the 

culture, as opposed to the typical more distant position of a tourist.  However, a larger 

percentage (54%) indicated that they would like to live in a Spanish-speaking country, 

causing me to doubt how serious this interest truly is. 

 

Research Question #5: Are there differences in the language learning beliefs of 

students based on whether they believe NS or NNS are better teachers?   

 Ten of the items that the students completed on the questionnaire concerned their 

beliefs about how languages should be taught and what is important when studying a 

language.  I will first discuss the beliefs of the students overall, and then I will look at the 
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beliefs of the group of students with a belief that NS are superior language instructors, 

followed by the group of students with a belief that NNS are superior language 

instructors, and finally data from the students marking that it depends if NS or NNS are 

superior instructors are presented.  One student did not answer these questionnaire items.  

A five-point Likert scale was used, so the students would have the option to choose 

“neutral.”  There are conflicting opinions regarding whether this option should be 

provided.  I wanted to give the students this option, because I feel that it is quite possible 

for the students to be neutral on select questionnaire items.  The students had to mark 

their degree of disagreement or agreement with various statements using the scale defined 

as:  1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree.  The students 

were provided with space on the questionnaire for further explanation of why they 

believe a certain way.  This qualitative information will be included when describing the 

focus study participants.  I will discuss each language learning belief item separately for 

ease of discussion.   

 After the beliefs of the 154 student participants are presented, I will compare the 

beliefs of the groups of students based on their belief about NS or NNS instructor 

superiority.  The raw numbers were converted into percentages for representation on the 

graphs.  The raw numbers are available in Appendices J-K.  
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Graphs 13-22: Language learning beliefs of all students (N=154) 

Graph 13: It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 

(Responses in %); 1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly 

disagree 

0
10
20
30
40
50

1 2 3 4 5

All students

 
Graph 14: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 
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Graph 15: It is important for me to study grammar. 
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Graph 16: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 
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Graph 17: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 
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Graph 18: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 
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Graph 19: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native-

speaker teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second 

language. 
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Graph 20: Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 
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Graph 21: Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 
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Graph 22: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English. 
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 Comparisons will now be made between the beliefs of the group of students 

believing NS to be better teachers, the group of students believing NNS to be better 

teachers and those students stating that it depends.  Comparisons of the percentages are in 

tabular form in Appendix J. 

Graphs 23-32: Comparison between students who believe NS are better instructors 

(N=30), students who believe NNS are better (N=27), and those who believe it 

depends (N=96) 

 

Graph 23: It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 
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Graph 24: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 
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Graph 25: It is important for me to study grammar. 
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Graph 26: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 

(Responses in %); 1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly 

disagree 

0

20

40

60

80

1 2 3 4 5

NS Better
NNS Better
It Depends

 
 

 



 

143

Graph 27: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 
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Graph 28: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 
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Graph 29: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native-

speaker teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second 

language. 
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Graph 30: Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 

(Responses in %); 1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly 

disagree 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

1 2 3 4 5

NS Better

NNS Better

It Depends

 
 

Graph 31: Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 
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Graph 32: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English. 
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Research Question #6: Are student beliefs towards NS/NNS instructors similar to 

those of their instructors? 

 In order to answer this question I will compare each of the eight class’ overall 

belief of teacher superiority and teacher preference to their instructor’s.  The results for 

the classes instructed by a NS are first provided separately then followed by the data for 

all the students in a class taught by a NS.  The same will be done for the classes taught by 

a NNS.  A description of each of the eight instructors will be presented before the results.  

Only four of these eight instructors completed the questionnaire on their beliefs as well as 

the initial demographic survey given to all instructors teaching Spanish at University of 

Arizona Fall semester 2003.  The four instructors who participated further were Hector9 

and Olivia for the NS instructors and Joe and Mary for the NNS instructors.   

 

Classes with a NS teacher (N=74): 

Class #1 Olivia: 

Olivia is a female between the ages of 23-30.  She is Mexican-American and grew 

up in California and Mexico.  She was born in California and then moved to Mexico 

while still an infant.  Spanish is her L1 and she began learning English at six years old 

when her family returned to California and she began school.  All the instructors assessed 

their own linguistic ability using the following scale:  1=extremely limited, know a few 

phrases; 2=limited knowledge, can formulate simple sentences; 3=intermediate level, 

able to construct complex sentences; 4=advanced speaker, able to carry on a conversation 

                                                 
9 All the names of the participants, students and instructors, have been changed. 
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with a native-speaker with ease; 5=native-like proficiency and pronunciation.    This is by 

nature problematic due to the fact that the descriptions for the different levels of the scale 

were not defined in great depth, but the real weakness relates to the fact that people, 

including both the students and instructors, may not have an accurate impression of their 

ability in the languages they speak non-natively.  Students did not assess their linguistic 

proficiency in Spanish, or any other FL they may have studied.  They were simply asked 

to list how long they had studied Spanish and the grades they received in their Spanish 

classes.  Some people will likely be too generous with their self-assessment while others 

are highly self-critical.  Olivia also has studied French in college when she was 20 years 

old and rates herself a 2 concerning her linguistic proficiency in French.  Olivia has been 

an instructor of Spanish for one year and six months and English for seven years and six 

months. 

 

Graph 33: Student belief of instructor superiority of class instructed by Olivia 

(N=24):  
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  Olivia, like the majority of her students (62%), does not feel NS or NNS are 

superior as a whole, but rather it depends on the experience and pedagogical practices of 
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the instructor.  She states, “The love of teaching comes out no matter what the 

instructor’s ethnic background it.” 

Graph 34: Instructor preference of instructed by Olivia (N=24):   
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 As a language learner, Olivia prefers NS of the language being studied principally 

because of the pronunciation and cultural information they can give her.  Thus, Olivia 

differs from her students, because the vast majority of students (71%) state that it 

depends on other factors whether they prefer NS or NNS instructors.  Of the students who 

marked a preference, 17% prefer NNS instructors and 12% NS instructors.   

  

Class #2 Hector: 

Hector is a male over the age of 50.  He was born in Mexico City, Mexico and 

continued living there until he was 23.  He has lived in the United States for 15 years.  

His L1 is Spanish and English is his L2.  He began learning English at the age of 13 at 

school.  He rates himself a 4 on his English proficiency.  He has been a Spanish instructor 

for two and a half years.  He has not taught any other language. 

 

 



 

148

Graph 35: Student belief of instructor superiority of class instructed by Hector 

(N=16):  
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 Hector, like Olivia, cannot say NS or NNS are superior.  He stated that as well as 

knowing Spanish, instructors must understand the students and communicate with them.   

Hector asserts that both NS and NNS can know the language, but the instructor has to be 

able to transmit this knowledge.  Thus, Hector agreed with the majority of his class 

(56%) who stated that it depends if NS or NNS are superior instructors. 

 

Graph 36: Instructor preference of instructed by Hector (N=16):   
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 Hector prefers NS because of their native pronunciation.  In Hector’s individual 

interview he expressed a strong belief that approximating NS pronunciation is important 

to him.  Interestingly, no one in Hector’s class prefers NNS instructors.  His preference 
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for NS instructors is shared with over a third of his students (38%).  However, the 

majority of his students (62%) do not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors. 

  

Class #3 Isabelle: 

 Isabelle is a female between the ages of 23 and 30.  She lived in New York until 

the age of 19 when she moved to Arizona.  She is an American citizen.  Her family is 

from Puerto Rico and her L1 is Spanish, although she also considers herself a NS of 

English.  She began learning English at the age of three when she went to nursery school.  

She has regular contact with her relatives in Puerto Rico.  She has been teaching Spanish 

for two years and eight months and does not have experience teaching any other 

language. 

 

Graph 37: Student belief of instructor superiority in class instructed by Isabelle 

class (N=13):  
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 Isabelle agrees with the overwhelming majority of her students (85%) that it 

depends on the individual instructor and she cannot assert that NS or NNS are superior 
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instructors.  No students in Isabelle’s class believes NNS are better teachers, whereas 

many students (15%) believe NS are superior instructors.   

 

Graph 38: Instructor preference of class instructed by Isabelle (N=13):   
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 Isabelle prefers language instructors who are NS because they are more familiar 

with the language and have a better accent.  This differs from the great majority (70%) of 

her students, who marked that it depends who they prefer.  Of the students who 

designated a preference for NS or NNS, 15% prefer NS and 15% prefer NNS.   

 

Class #4 Alicia: 

 Alicia is a female between the ages of 23 and 30.  She was born in Mexico and 

lived there until the age of 5 when she moved to Tucson.  She is an American citizen.  

She began learning English at the age of eight at a bilingual school in the United States.  

She rates herself a 5 regarding her English proficiency.  She also has studied French 

beginning at age 16 in high school.  She rates herself an intermediate at the level 3 using 

the scale on the demographic survey (Appendix A) regarding her French proficiency.  
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She has been teaching Spanish for four years and two months and has not taught any 

other language. 

 

Graph 39: Student belief of instructor superiority in class instructed by Alicia 

(N=21):  
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Alicia answered that it depends on other teacher characteristics whether NS or 

NNS are superior teacher, agreeing with two-thirds (66%) of her students.  Of the 

students with a belief that NS or NNS are better instructor, 29% believe NS are better and 

one (5%) student believes NNS are superior.   
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Graph 40: Instructor preference of class instructed by Alicia (N=21):   
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 Alicia, like the other three NS instructors, prefers a NS instructor because of the 

native accent and because the instructor would able to teach her slang words and 

colloquial expressions. She wrote that if it were a first or second semester language class 

she would not mind having a NNS since the course would only cover basic grammar and 

vocabulary, but at the more advanced levels she would prefer a NS.  This agrees with her 

students, because the largest percentage of students (42%) prefer NS, which is closely 

followed by the belief that it depends (38%) and finally the smallest percentage (19%) 

prefers NNS.  

  A summary of the findings for the 74 students with a NS instructor follow.    
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Graph 41: Student belief of instructor superiority of students in NS classes (N=74):  
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 All four of the NS instructors agreed with the majority (66%) of students that they 

do not feel comfortable generalizing that NS or NNS are superior, rather it depends on 

the individual instructor. 

  

Graph 42: Instructor preference of students in NS classes (N=74):   
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 Although the NS instructors did not believe NS are superior instructors, they all 

prefer to be taught by NS instructors.  This same inconsistency did not occur with the 

students’ responses, because again the majority (59%) does not have a preference for NS 

or NNS.  Of the students with a preference for NS or NNS instructors, over a quarter 

(27%) prefer to be taught by NS instructors echoing the percentage believing NS 
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instructors to be superior teachers.  There are more students who prefer to be in a NNS 

class (14%) than students who believe NNS are superior instructors (7%). 

 

Classes with a NNS teacher (N=80): 

Class #5 Joe: 

Joe is a male between the ages of 31 and 40.  He was born in California and lived  

there until he was 18.  His L1 is English and his L2s are Spanish and Portuguese.  He 

began learning Spanish at the age of 14 in high school.  He considers himself an 

advanced learner of Spanish and rates himself a 4 based on the scale described on the 

demographic survey (Appendix A).  He began learning Portuguese at the age of 24 at the 

university.  He rates himself a 2 currently, stating that at one time he had reached a 

proficiency of 3.  He lived in Columbia, South America for nearly 2 years.  He has been 

teaching Spanish for 10 years and does not have experience teaching any other language.   

 

Graph 43: Student belief of instructor superiority of class instructed by Joe (N=22):  
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 Joe believes that NNS are superior language teachers, although he acknowledges 

that there are benefits from having NS instructors that are absent with NNS.  He states 
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that NNS are better language teachers, as well as preferable to him as a language learner, 

because he is going through the same process the instructor went through, and so the 

instructor may have more insights into how to answer Joe’s questions than a NS 

instructor.  The NNS will have a higher metalinguistic awareness according to Joe.  The 

majority of Joe’s students (55%) believe it depends who is a better instructor.  A third of 

Joe’s class (33%) believes NNS are better teachers and a smaller percentage (9%) 

believes the same for NS instructors.   

  

Graph 44: Instructor preference of class instructed by Joe (N=22):   
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 Joe also prefers to be taught by NNS for the same reasons described above.  

However, again half of his class (50%) does not have a preference for NS or NNS.  His 

class does show a strong preference for NNS instructors (41%), and a smaller preference 

(9%) for NS instructors. 

Class #6 Mary: 

Mary is a female instructor between the ages of 23 and 30.  She was born in the 

Northeastern part of the United States and lived there until the age of 18.  Her L1 is 
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English and Spanish is her L2.  She began learning Spanish at the age of 14 in school.  

She lived in Puerto Rico for six months, Spain for two months and Costa Rica for two 

months.  She has been teaching Spanish for seven years and has not taught any other 

languages. 

 

Graph 45: Student belief of instructor superiority of class instructed by Mary 

(N=23):  
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 Mary believes that NNS make superior language instructors because they know 

what the student is going through in their quest to learn an L2 and thus the instructor can 

share his/her language learning experiences and will also be prepared to teach the 

grammar of the language in a way that is tailored to the students’ L1, agreeing with Joe.  

A NNS serves as a model of L2 learning success according to Mary.  The vast majority 

(79%) of Mary’s students holds the belief that it depends who is superior.  Of the students 

with a belief regarding teacher superiority, a number of students (17%) believes NNS are 

better and a smaller percentage (4%) believes the same for NS. 
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Graph 46: Instructor preference of class instructed by Mary (N=23): 
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Mary also prefers to be taught by a NNS because the NNS instructor shares her 

L2 learning experience.  The majority (52%) of her class wrote that it depends whom 

they prefer to have as their instructor.  More students in Mary’s class prefer to be taught 

by a NNS (35%) than wrote that NNS are better instructors (17%).  More students also 

prefer NS instructors (13%) than believe they are better teachers (4%).    

 

Class #7 Christine: 

 Christine is between the ages of 23 and 30.  She lived in the Northeastern part of 

the United States until the age of 18.  Her L1 is English and she has studied both Spanish 

and French.  She began learning Spanish at the age of 12 in junior high.  She continued 

her Spanish language study through high school, college, graduate school and study 

abroad programs.  She lived in Spain for one semester when she was an undergraduate 

student, as well as for an additional year as a graduate student.  She rates herself a 4 

regarding her language ability in Spanish.  She has also studied French in college at the 

age of 20 and rates her French proficiency a 2.  This is her first semester teaching 

Spanish, so she has been teaching Spanish for two months and has no other language 

teaching experience. 
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Graph 47: Student belief of instructor superiority of class instructed by Christine 

(N=21):  

0

10

20

30

40

50

NS Superior
NNS Superior
Depends

 

Christine does not believe that NS or NNS are superior as a group.  Rather, she 

feels that an instructor with diverse experiences, as well as an educational background in 

a field such as Second Language Acquisition and Teaching, benefit the teacher and 

positively impact teaching.  The breakdown for Christine’s class on this item is 

interesting.  Slightly less than half of the students (47%) stated that it depends, agreeing 

with Christine.  Additionally, it was almost split evenly between the NS (24%) or NNS 

instructors (29%) being superior.     

Graph 48: Instructor preference of class instructed by Christine (N=21):   
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 Christine marked her preference for NS instructors because of her experiences 

abroad.  She likes to learn about the instructor’s culture, how the language is used in that 
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culture, and at an advanced level of language study, she appreciates hearing different 

native accents.  Christine’s class was split equally (43%) between a preference for NNS 

instructors and writing that it depends.  Finally, a smaller number (14%) stated that they 

prefer NS.      

 

Class #8 Gordon: 

 Gordon is between the ages of 23 and 30 and was born in a Western state in the 

United States and lived there until the age of 20.  He began learning Spanish at the age of 

15.  He took three semesters of the language in junior college and then lived in Spain for 

two years before completing a Masters in Spanish.  He rates himself a 5, or native-like, in 

Spanish.  He has also studied German, taking three semesters of this language in college 

and rates himself a 2.5.  Gordon further has experience learning Portuguese with a 

Brazilian private tutor one hour a week for a semester.  He considers himself a 1 

regarding his language proficiency in Portuguese.  Gordon has been teaching Spanish for 

five years and three months and has no experience teaching any other language. 

Graph 49: Student belief of instructor superiority of class instructed by Gordon 

(N=14):  
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 Gordon marked that it depends if NS or NNS are superior language instructors.  

He does, however, state that the ideal is a NS who has an in-depth knowledge of methods 

and linguistics, although he also confesses that both NS and NNS can be excellent 

teachers if they are prepared and thorough in their explanations.  One half of Gordon’s 

class stated that it depends who is better, agreeing with his position.  Moreover, over a 

third (36%) wrote that NNS are superior and a lesser number (14%) believe NS to be 

superior. 

 

Graph 50: Instructor preference of class instructed by Gordon (N=14):   
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 Gordon prefers NS instructors because he believes that NS can provide more 

insights that are not provided by NNS instructors.  However, he purports that NS also 

have to work to be successful teachers.  The majority of students (57%) wrote that they 

prefer NNS, whereas a fairly small number (7%) prefers NS and over a third (35%) stated 

that it depends.  This is a significant percentage and deviates from Gordon’s preference. 

 A summary of the findings for the 80 students with a NNS instructor follows.   
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Graph 51: Student belief of instructor superiority of students in NNS classes 

(N=80):  
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 The data show that the majority of students (59%) believe that it depends on other 

factors whether NS or NNS are superior teachers.  Two of the NNS instructors agree with 

this majority, whereas the remaining two NNS instructors believe NNS to be superior.  

When the students’ beliefs are divided on the basis of their current instructor, interesting 

results emerge.  Of the 74 students enrolled in a NS class, over a quarter (27%) believe 

NS to be superior, whereas a lesser number (13%) of those students enrolled in a NNS 

class possess the belief that NS are better teachers.  Furthermore, a small number (7%) of 

the students in NS classes believe NNS are superior teachers, while, over a fourth (28%) 

of the students in NNS classes believe the same.  Those are striking differences.  Finally, 

it must continue to be stressed that the majority of students in a class with a NS instructor 

(66%) and those with a NNS instructor (59%) believe it depends on other factors whether 

NS or NNS instructors are superior. 

 These data suggest that the students’ current language learning experiences are 

shaping their belief systems concerning whom the ideal language instructor is and who 
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they prefer to be taught by.  This could be happening because this FL learning experience 

is the most salient because it is the most recent. 

 Although of the students with a belief about NS or NNS superiority, NS 

instructors are believed to be superior to NNS instructor by a slim margin (19% vs. 18%), 

it is important to stress that the data from the item directing the students to state who is 

better at developing nine different linguistic and cultural competencies (Table 4), reveal a 

strong belief of NS instructor superiority in many competencies such as pronunciation.  

NS are believed to be more effective teachers of pronunciation (91%), speaking (85%), 

reading (56%), listening (61%), colloquial language use (77%), culture (77%), and 

vocabulary (60%).  The strongest beliefs about NS superiority concerns the language 

model they provide to develop students’ oral proficiency.  NS also are thought to have a 

commanding advantage regarding teaching the target culture.  NNS are thought to be 

better instructors of grammar (65%) and writing (51%).  The overall advantage is related 

to their metalinguistic awareness.  This finding will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter Five.  Thus, it is interesting to compare the beliefs that NS are better teachers 

overall and of distinct areas, because based on Table 4 one could think that NS are 

thought to be better to a high degree in general.       
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Graph 52: Instructor preference of students in NNS (N=80):   
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 As opposed to the four NS instructors who prefer to have a NS language 

instructor, there was less agreement among the NNS instructors.  Two NNS instructors 

prefer a NS instructor and two prefer a NNS instructor.  The largest percentage of 

students (46%) marked that it depends who they prefer, however a large percentage 

(42%) do prefer NNS and a little over a tenth (11%) prefer NNS.  Again this preference 

for NNS instructors could be due to the saliency of their recent experiences with NNS 

teachers.     

So far in this chapter I have analyzed the findings of the questionnaire responses 

for the students overall, specifically Spanish majors and minors, and students interested 

in living in a Spanish-speaking country.  I have also discussed the students’ language 

learning beliefs overall as well as broken down the results according to the student’s 

belief regarding NS or NNS teacher superiority.  I have also compared each class’s 

overall preference for NS or NNS instructors to that of their instructor’s.  Additionally, I 

compared each of the eight class’s overall belief that NS or NNS are superior instructors 

to the belief of their instructor.  I further examined the beliefs and preferences of students 

who are currently enrolled with a NS instructor or a NNS instructor.   
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Focus study participants 

I will now turn to the focus study participants.  Due to the fact that the number of 

subjects is not large enough to generalize, the participants I selected to serve as the focus 

study participants possessed varying beliefs.  Four of the eight instructors who completed 

the questionnaire participated further in the study, with two of the instructors being NS 

and two NNS.  The instructors I asked to participate as focus study participants differed 

according to their age, gender, and language learning and language teaching background.  

Three students in each of these four classes, for a total of twelve students, agreed to serve 

as the focus study participants.  However, one student in Joe’s class did not come for an 

interview and would not reschedule, thus there are only two students from his class, 

leaving a total of only eleven students, since it was too late to invite another student to 

participate.  These students were selected based on their preference for NS or NNS 

instructors.  The goal was to have a student each with a preference for NS instructors, 

NNS instructors, and with the belief that it depends.  This happened in two of the four 

classes.  Both female and male student participants were asked to participate.  The 

students also differ regarding factors such as experience traveling abroad.  Three students 

who were asked to participate further in the study declined, thus other students were 

asked.  I will now focus on the beliefs of the focus study participants.  I will first analyze 

the classes with a NS instructor.  The NS instructors are Olivia and Hector.  Then the 

NNS classes of Joe and Mary will be discussed.  The instructor will first be described 

then the students. 
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NS Focus Study Participants 

NS Instructor Class #1 Olivia: 

 Olivia is a NS instructor from Mexico, although she also considers herself fluent 

in English because she moved to California when she was young and attended school 

there in English.  When she first started school in English it was difficult for her because 

she did not know English and the “pull-out” method was used with her to help her learn 

English.  She has fond memories of her English instructors.  These instructors were NS of 

English.  She prefers NS instructors because of their native pronunciation and the cultural 

information they can convey to her.  Olivia agrees that it is important for students to try 

to pronounce words correctly and that it is important to try and develop a native-like 

accent.  Her first high school French teacher was a NNS of French and a NS of Spanish.  

Olivia states that although she liked this teacher she found her Mexican accent in French 

bothersome.  She has felt uncomfortable with the NNS speech of other Spanish 

instructors in the department at the University of Arizona specifically related to their 

accent.  She asserts that NNS instructor speech makes her uncomfortable because no 

optimal language model is provided for the students.  The speech of a NS is the ideal 

input.  Thus, when she had a NS French teacher later she was pleased because of the 

pronunciation model; she was provided the correct sounds to try to emulate.  As 

previously stated, she feels strongly that her students should work to pronounce Spanish 

sounds native-like and not with English phonetics.  She confesses that it may be 

contradictory, but she is bothered more when her students speak Spanish with an English 
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accent, than NS of Spanish speaking English with a Spanish accent, because of the global 

roles of English and Spanish as dominant and non-dominant languages respectively. 

She believes that it depends who is a better instructor of Spanish though because 

of variation between experience and pedagogical practices.  She stresses that instructors 

should have a sound knowledge and pedagogical base from which they teach.  

Furthermore, a love of teaching is necessary to be an effective teacher.  The goals of the 

language learners can also dictate which instructor is best.  Such that she states that if 

students’ goals are more grammatical and less communicative in nature, for example to 

take the TOEFL test, then NNS instructors would be fine and probably better.  Olivia 

states that this belief of hers regarding NS or NNS superiority has changed through time, 

because in the past she had accept without question that NS are better teachers and she 

had never reflected on the benefits of having a NNS instructor.  She can especially now 

see how NNS instructors can be more compassionate to the process the students are going 

through.  She has also been a NNS instructor when she taught ESL and she could relate to 

the experiences of her students because she had also been a learner of English. 

Olivia’s teaching philosophy is based on student-centered learning.  However, she 

also discusses the constraints the departmental curriculum imposes on the teachers.  

Olivia would love to have a language school that assessed the needs of the students and 

then placed them in an appropriate class.  For instance, there could be Spanish 101 with a 

reading focus, speaking focus, or cultural component.  She also advocates for the FL 

class being conducted all in Spanish, although she says she breaks this rule.  Ideally there 

should be no English even for grammatical explanations because she says the strategy of 

 



 

167

using both English and Spanish in grammatical explanations trains the students to wait 

for the English translation.  Thus she believes that everything should be in Spanish, 

especially the items that are most important for the students to know.  This is 

contradictory to beliefs expressed by some students in the interviews, such as her student 

Sam.   

Olivia suggests to NNS instructors that they live in the target culture and truly 

become immersed in it.  She can see a big difference both linguistically and culturally 

between NNS that have and have not taken this step.  She views NNS as superior 

instructors of grammar and listening.  NNS have gone through this process of learning 

the grammar and know which areas will be challenging for the students.  She discusses 

her experience trying to teach the grammar in Spanish and how difficult it is because she 

only has her NS instinct.  She has sought the help of NNS instructors to increase her 

metalinguistic awareness.  She also believes that NNS are better at teaching listening 

skills because they can teach the students strategies such as listening for the overall 

meaning, or trying to infer the meaning of words through context.   

As well as being superior teachers of pronunciation, Olivia thinks that NS are 

superior teachers of speaking skills again because of the input they provide, as well as 

writing, reading, colloquial language use, cultural knowledge and vocabulary.  She states 

that NS have a more extensive vocabulary especially regarding which words are 

appropriate in different contexts and also have a significantly larger repertoire of 

colloquial expressions from having grown up in the target culture.  Additionally, there 

would be a greater likelihood that the NS would use these expressions in class.  
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Regarding reading, she sees a weakness of NNS in the potential tendency for them to take 

the reading to literally and miss the underlying or non-literal meaning that a NS would be 

able to extract from the reading. 

Based on comments received to her by students she believes that they are relieved 

that she also knows English.  She sees the main advantage of using English in the 

classroom as creating a more relaxed atmosphere and establishing a level of trust and 

intimacy between her and her students.   

 

Focus study student #1 Sam: 

 Sam is a male from Tucson between the ages of 18 and 22 and is a sophomore at 

the university.  His major is Journalism.  He is taking Spanish to help complete the FL 

requirement.  He has visited New Zealand seven different times for a month each to visit 

family.  He has also traveled to England twice for three weeks each visit and Mexico for 

four days.  Sam began learning Spanish in the sixth grade, and then also took it seventh 

thru tenth grades.  He has had two NNS and three NS instructors.  He has earned B’s in 

his Spanish classes.  His favorite teacher was a NNS because this instructor “kept the 

class interesting and made it appeal to English speakers even while keeping the class 

oriented around Spanish.”   

 Sam states that it depends whom he prefers, because a teacher’s personality is 

what sets the climate of the classroom.  He stresses that he prefers his teachers, NS or 

NNS, to know English.  He stresses the challenges involved in learning a FL and states 
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that teachers need to repeat the rules to students regarding aspects such as syntax and 

word order. 

 He also declares that it depends who is a better teacher, because the critical 

quality for instructors to possess concerns the ability to teach difficult or different 

concepts in a way that the students understand.  In his experiences, NS instructors were 

better able to help him with the difficulties he was having.  They were also more patient 

with him.  Sam believes that NS are more effective teachers of pronunciation because of 

the model they provide.  Moreover, in his experience the NS instructors spent more time 

on pronunciation in class.  For instance, his current NS instructor has worked on the 

multiple /r/ with the students, which is often a difficult phoneme for NS of English to 

pronounce.  He feels NS are also better teachers of speaking because of the language 

model they provide and of colloquial language use because they have used multiple 

registers of the language throughout their lives.  In his opinion NS are also superior 

teachers of culture and listening skills. 

 On the other hand, NNS are superior teachers of grammar, writing, reading and 

vocabulary.  He says that NNS can bridge the differences in grammar and syntax between 

English and Spanish for other NS of English.  Sam views NNS to be superior teachers of 

writing and reading because they went through the process of developing literacy in 

Spanish.  Concerning the learning of vocabulary, Sam believes NNS are more effective 

teachers because they know which words are more difficult based on frequency of use 

and appropriate in certain contexts.   
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 Sam disagrees that the class should be all in Spanish.  He specifically wants the 

grammatical explanations in English because they are just too hard to comprehend in 

Spanish and the teaching strategy of cross-linguistically comparing Spanish and English 

is helpful to him.  Sam strongly agrees that it is important to learn grammar and he feels 

NNS are more effective at teaching grammar, because they have a deeper understanding 

of the differences between Spanish and English and so they can guide the students in 

their grammatical learning of Spanish.  

 Sam recommends that instructors begin by teaching the essentials of grammar and 

syntax by comparing Spanish to English.  His ideal teacher would be a NS of English 

with a lot of exposure to Spanish-speaking cultures.  The teacher would also emphasize 

vocabulary development and developing speaking fluency.  He suggests that NS take into 

account the fact that students are trying to learn Spanish from the vantage point of a NS 

of English and English goes against the rules of the Romance languages.  He suggests 

that NNS not try and limit students regarding their linguistic advancement in Spanish and 

to allow students to ask all their questions.  Sam recommends that all teachers be 

abundantly patient with the students and sensitive to the fact that students vary greatly in 

the speed with which they can absorb the material.  Finally, Sam advises instructors to be 

ready to repeat the material. 

 

Focus study student #2 Eric: 

 Eric is from Phoenix and is highly enjoying his university experience in Tucson.  

He is 18 years old and a Business Marketing major enrolled in Spanish to complete the 
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FL requirement.  He traveled to Mexico for a week on vacation in the past.  He uses 

Spanish frequently when dealing with the public at work.  Eric began learning Spanish at 

the age of 15 and took two years with that teacher, a NNS, before beginning Olivia’s 

class.  He prefers Olivia’s class because she has high expectations and thorough 

knowledge of Spanish at a high level, not just a basic level.  She also makes the class 

interesting through varying the activities and always excelling the class forward, thus he 

is never bored, although he admits that this rapid pace may overwhelm some students.  

He compares having a NNS instructor to taking a class on-line and a NS instructor’s class 

to taking the class in person.  With a NNS the students do not get the full experience 

because of the instructor’s non-native accent, limited vocabulary and knowledge of the 

language that is based too much on textbooks.  He states that although he cannot 

generalize all NS and NNS instructors, he has experienced distinct differences between 

these two groups of teachers and because of this he prefers NS instructors.  He states that 

learning under NS is more productive.  NS according to Eric are better at explaining 

grammar because they know these rules in greater depth and are also superior instructors 

of culture, colloquial expressions and vocabulary, because their vocabulary base is more 

extensive and they know subtle differences between closely-related words regarding 

frequency and appropriateness.  NNS are at a severe disadvantage due to having learned 

the language in too formal of a manner.  In his experience NNS do not challenge 

students; they are too relaxed in class and allow too much English. 

 He believes that NNS are more compassionate because they too went through the 

process, but he acknowledges that this is highly variable between instructors.  He 
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strongly agrees that NS are more fun because they are more passionate about the 

language and that the class should be all in Spanish except for directions and grammatical 

explanations.  He breaks it down to about 90% in Spanish and 10% in English.   

 Eric suggests that NS give directions in English if necessary and be sure to show 

compassion to the students who are slower at learning the linguistic concepts being 

covered in class.  He further recommends that NNS improve their grammatical 

knowledge and study the phonetics of Spanish, so they can help facilitate the 

improvement of their students’ pronunciation.  NNS should also work to increase their 

knowledge of colloquial expressions, and learn which slang expressions are most 

common.  NNS teachers should also work to increase their vocabulary and knowledge 

beyond the information in the textbook. 

 

 

Focus study student #3 Sadie: 

 Sadie is 18 years old and is a freshman at the University of Arizona.  She is from 

a small town in a Midwestern state and lived there until moving to Tucson.  Her major is 

undecided.  She has studied German for two years and French for two months.  Sadie has 

traveled to Bermuda and London each for a week on vacation.  She began studying 

Spanish in high school and pursued her studies in Spanish her junior and senior years.  

She is enjoying Olivia’s class because of the comfortable environment in the class.  

However, Sadie was a little scared at first when she saw she had a NS instructor, because 

Olivia entered the class speaking completely and quickly in Spanish.  She does not feel 
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pressure to never make a mistake when speaking Spanish, because Olivia and her 

classmates are supportive of each other and they joke around.  Sadie has had one NS and 

one NNS instructor.  Olivia, the NS, is her favorite because she is fun and teaches with a 

variety of techniques and gives the students a lot of opportunities to interact in Spanish. 

 Sadie says that it depends whom she prefers, however she wants to be able to 

understand the instructor in English and Spanish.  Thus, NS need to be proficient in 

English and tailor their speech in Spanish to make it more comprehensible for the 

students.  Sadie believes NS are better teachers “Because it is their language and it is very 

natural to them and they can explain more thoroughly.”  She believes NS to be superior 

overall and then specifically of pronunciation, speaking, colloquial language use and 

cultural knowledge.  They are better instructors of these areas because of the linguistic 

knowledge they possess and model they provide for the students.  Olivia is a perfect 

pronunciation model for the students and she stresses pronouncing words correctly.  On 

the other hand, Sadie believes that NNS are superior instructors of grammar, writing, 

reading, understanding spoken language and vocabulary. 

 Sadie strongly disagrees that the class should be all in Spanish, because it is 

impossible for her to gain a deep understanding of the grammatical principles when the 

explanations are all in Spanish and there could be confusion if directions for assignments 

are not given in English.  She says that she does not have the listening skills yet to 

understand everything said in class in Spanish. 

 Sadie suggests that NNS spend time in the target culture, but she stresses that this 

is not the same as having grown up in that culture.  Thus, NS will always have an 
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advantage regarding their cultural knowledge.  For instance, Olivia can tell the class 

foods her family has made for generations.  This intrigues Sadie because this knowledge 

is authentic and not gained intentionally.  It is part of Olivia’s identity.  Sadie 

recommends that NS instructors learn the L1 of their students, in this case English.        

 Sadie suggests that all teachers be understanding and compassionate towards their 

students and the process they are going through and create a relaxed, positive learning 

environment.  She also believes instructors should use a range of activities in class so 

they do not fall into a monotonous routine.  The teachers need to have a strong 

knowledge base of the target language, target culture and methodology.  Furthermore, she 

prefers teachers who are highly invested in their students’ learning and hold study 

sessions and try to involve every student in the class.     

 

 

Discussion of Data from Focus Study Participants’ in Olivia’s Class: 

 Data from the questionnaire and individual interviews were used to present a 

detailed description of each focus study participant.  It is interesting to explore areas of 

agreement and disagreement.  The three student focus studies are Sam, Eric, and Sadie in 

Olivia’s class.  All four participants stress that NS have a definite advantage over NNS 

regarding the teaching of culture and colloquial language from having grown up in the 

culture, thus it is part of the NS’ personal identity states Sadie.  She says she can see 

Olivia’s passion about the Mexican culture in class and shares personal family anecdotes 

with the class, which makes the Ss’ FL study more personal.  All the participants assert 
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that NS are superior teachers of pronunciation and that they better promote the 

development of the Ss’ speaking ability because of the model provided.  Olivia is 

bothered by a NNS’ accent in the target language and was uncomfortable learning French 

in Mexico from a NS of Spanish.  Developing a native-like accent is very important to 

Olivia; this belief will be expressed other participants later such as Hector.  She feels the 

language model provided by certain NNS GAT colleagues is deficient.  Eric agrees with 

Olivia’s belief and states that students do not get an authentic learning experience from 

NNS and simply do not learn as much. 

 The participants are split concerning teaching vocabulary.  Olivia and Eric believe 

NS to be better because their vocabulary is more extensive and they understand subtle 

differences in meaning between words.  Sam and Sadie believe NNS to be better teachers 

of vocabulary because NNS can better predict which words will be more difficult for the 

students based on frequency.  This belief is exerted by other participants, such as Joe.  

Olivia, Sam, and Sadie believe NNS are better teachers of grammar because of the formal 

manner through which they learned Spanish.  Eric, interestingly, asserts that NS are better 

at teaching grammar because of a better understanding of how the language works.  

Although Sam believes NNS are better teachers of grammar he does agree with Eric that 

NS have an advantage because of their language base, which makes them better know 

how to help students transcend the difficulties the students are having and answer their 

questions.  Olivia, Eric, and Sadie believe instructors should use a variety of teaching 

techniques and include different language learning activities.  This belief is discussed 

later in the syntheses of the other classes.  Moreover, Sam, Eric, and Sadie believe all FL 
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teachers need to be very understanding to difficulties the students have and to encourage 

their SLA and focus on the progress the students make.   

 Interestingly, all three student focus studies do not believe the class should be 

conducted all in Spanish; rather they support using English for tasks such as grammatical 

explanations.  On the other hand, their teacher, Olivia, asserts that no English should be 

used in the classroom especially for what are deemed important tasks such as explaining 

homework.  Sam and Sadie support the teaching technique of using cross-linguistic 

comparisons between Spanish and English.   

 

“Portrait” of Olivia’s Class: 

 I observed Olivia’s class the first time in the middle of the semester.  There were 

nine male and thirteen female students in class that day.  The second observation 

occurred at the end of the semester.  Both classes begin by discussing housekeeping 

issues, such as upcoming homework assignments.  Olivia allows the students to ask their 

questions in English and answers back in a combination of Spanish and English.  This 

portion of class takes a surprisingly amount of time in the first observation, lasting 20 

minutes because there are so many questions.  After that initial housekeeping session the 

first class is dominated by practicing the subjunctive mode in the present tense.  Olivia 

writes verbs that trigger the subjunctive on the board and some students copy these verbs.  

She writes the verbs in English and Spanish for instance “Want/Quiero; 

Emotion/Alegre.”  Then she writes verbs on the board “venir, comer, salir, escribir, 

estudiar/to come, to eat, to leave, to write, to study” for them to practice conjugating in 
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the subjunctive.  The class is conjugating as a group orally.  She does not write the 

subjunctive conjugations on the board.  This is a review, so the majority of students 

already have this information in their notes.  Olivia includes frequent general 

comprehension checks in Spanish and English asking them “¿Comprenden/Do you 

understand?” 

 Students then practice using the subjunctive tense in an activity.  She has the 

students count off to form random groups of three.  She wants them to write six 

recommendations for new freshman at the University of Arizona.  She provides two 

examples on the board, which appear to clear up any misunderstanding.  She explains 

everything in Spanish.  She walks around answering any questions.  She answers their 

questions in Spanish first, but then uses English if they do not understand her.  They work 

on this activity for ten minutes.  She then asks for an example from the first group.  Sam 

says “Recomiendo que practiquemos sexo seguro/I recommend we practice safe sex.”  A 

few students giggle in class.  Olivia affirms that his answer his correct and then is 

surprised that it is time for the class to end.  She reiterates the homework that is still 

written on the board quickly in Spanish and then dismisses them.   

 In the second observation Olivia jumps right into the tasks for the day.  She does 

not begin by asking them warm-up questions in Spanish.  She speaks only Spanish and 

asks them if they remember whom they were working with on the peer-editing activity 

during the last class.  The class answers in the affirmative.  She directs the students to 

work with this same person and revise the current paper they are working on.  This 

activity lasts for ten minutes.  The students are on-task, however they are discussing each 
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other’s paper primarily in English.  She asks “¿Alguien tiene preguntas/Anyone have 

questions?”  No one asks her anything, so she says “Bien” and moves on with the day’s 

lesson.  She instructs them to turn in the journal writing due that day and discusses the 

portfolio requirements.  The portfolio is due in a week and the students appear anxious 

about making sure they know what they need to include.  There are numerous questions.  

The students ask their questions in English and Olivia answers in a combination of 

Spanish and English. 

 Olivia then turns to the reading on Cuba that had been assigned for homework.  

She asks the class to tell her the main points.  She writes on the board, “Cuba, origen de 

chino, judía, africano, europeo, libanés, español.”  She explains these ideas in Spanish 

and helps facilitate the students’ comprehension by mentioning concepts they are familiar 

with for example she compares the “barrio chino” en Cuba to Chinatown in San 

Francisco.  They discuss Castro, the Cuban Missile Crisis, Havana, Cuban cigars and the 

embargo.  She invites them to participate orally and the students are shouting different 

topics.  She writes all these topics on the board and the students are copying what she 

writes.  She explains the embargo in more depth in Spanish and asks for examples of 

products that cannot be traded.  The students say “comida, cigarros, azúcar, medicina, 

coches/food, cigars, sugar, medicine, cars.”  Olivia explains the grave impact the fact that 

medicine is not received from the United States has on the average Cuban.  A discussion 

ensues spontaneously regarding whether the embargo should be in place.  Students state 

their opinion in Spanish and English.  Olivia speaks only Spanish and compares the 

situation in Cuba to the situation in Mexico.   
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 The class then completes a grammatical exercise from the book requiring the 

students to complete sentences with a given verb in either the indicative or subjunctive.  

She cold calls on a student for the first item immediately.  The student has difficulty, so 

she selects another student to answer it.  The second student also struggles a little, but she 

is able to help him until he comes up with the right answer.  This entire activity is oral.  

The students continue to answer the questions in turn; Olivia goes around the room 

calling on them in order.  When students have problems she helps them or asks the class 

to help them.  The environment is relaxed and supportive.  This is what the focus study 

students had voiced as one of the reasons why they like her class.  One item in the 

activity is odd to her, so she tells them she will think about it for a day and tell them the 

answer the next day.  As class is coming to a close she quickly states the pages they 

should study for homework.  

 

NS Instructor Class #2 Hector: 

 Hector is over the age of 50 and has lived in the United States, specifically in 

Tucson, since 1988.  He has been teaching Spanish, and greatly enjoys being a teacher 

because of the contact with students.  Although he had never been a teacher before he 

began at the University of Arizona he felt confident teaching Spanish, because it is his 

L1.  One of the greatest challenges for teachers is motivating their students to learn 

Spanish and getting them to orally participate in class stated Hector.   

 Hector compares his experience learning English to his students leaning Spanish.  

He began learning English at school in Mexico City at the age of 13.  He wanted to learn 
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English and thus tried to understand the teacher’s lessons.  He was a highly motivated 

learner and sought out areas with American tourists so he could practice speaking 

English.  The teachers emphasized grammar and Hector agrees with this priority being 

placed on learning grammar.  His teachers were NNS, or rather NS of Spanish and L2 

speakers of English.  The first couple years the teachers did explain some aspects in 

Spanish, but later all the classes were conducted in English.  He found that frustrating as 

a learner at times and would have preferred for the teachers to use some Spanish, 

especially with difficult grammatical explanations.  Although he had been studying 

English for a couple years by the time the teachers switched to use all English, his 

listening proficiency still was around a low-intermediate level Hector hypothesizes.  

Furthermore, there was a jump in the difficulty level concerning the content covered after 

the first couple years.   

 As previously stated, Hector strongly agrees with his past English teachers that 

grammar is important for students to study.  He is unpleasantly surprised when the 

students do not have a high level of metalinguistic awareness of English, their L1.  He 

says many students do not even know what an adjective is and that makes it hard to teach 

them Spanish.  Hector asserts that NNS are better at teaching grammar because they 

generally learned the language in a more formal, rule-governed way.  He believes having 

gone through this process also makes them superior teachers of writing.  He claims that 

NNS also know which linguistic concepts in Spanish are harder for NS of English to 

learn.  Related to this is his belief that students develop better listening skills with NNS, 

because NNS know how to modify their speech better to make their input 
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comprehensible for the students.  NS do not have this knowledge, because they acquired 

the language naturally.   

On the other hand, he says that NS are better teachers of colloquial expressions.  

They are able to teach the students different registers of language use from causal to 

formal.  He states that NNS have likely only learned one style of the language until they 

go live in the target culture.  As well as believing that it is important for language learners 

to study grammar, he also believes that they should work to improve their pronunciation.  

He prefers NS instructors as a language learner primarily because of the model they 

provide for pronunciation.  Hector further asserts that NS are better teachers of 

vocabulary because their vocabulary is more extensive than NNS teachers especially 

related to language variation within the Spanish-speaking world.   

 Regarding the role of English in his Spanish class at the university, Hector agrees 

that a good teaching strategy is to provide some grammatical explanations in English, 

because it helps make the points clear to the students.  However, the amount of English 

should be limited.  He suggests that 75% of the class be in Spanish below fourth semester 

Spanish and then as the classes become more advanced less and less English should be 

used.  Hector proclaims that if all the students were at the same level it would be possible 

to use all Spanish.  He states that it is clear when he talks who understands and who 

understands very little and he has to make sure everyone understands, so it is necessary to 

use English at times.  He says that he has to teach to a middle level of language ability.  

Hector describes the ideal Spanish teacher as one who can transmit the knowledge he/she 

has and establish a close relationship with the students.  He says that chemistry between 
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teacher and student must be present “or the class will be sacrificed for everyone.”  He 

asserts that developing a rapport with all students is a significant challenge.   

 Hector also describes the challenge of having to motivate the students.  He states 

that teachers need to show the students that they care if the students learn and should ask 

them for instance why they did not do their homework.  Furthermore, he recommends 

that teachers give students positive feedback regarding the progress they are making.  

Hector also thinks it is important to change the structure of class so the students do not 

become bored.  He includes activities such as reading aloud as a class, reading in small 

groups, and doing written and spoken exercises in small groups.  He also says that 

teachers must work to include all students and should not just focus on the few students 

who are excelling in class who have extroverted personalities.  He makes sure all students 

talk at some point during each class.   

 When asked if he has any suggestions for NNS instructors, Hector recommends 

that they study the target culture in depth and also to have constant contact with the 

language.  They should be using the language daily, which he opines will improve their 

pronunciation and make them experts of the language.  He also suggests that they watch 

television and movies in Spanish and also keep up with literature in Spanish.  Hector has 

no specific suggestions for NS beyond the general suggestions he gives all instructors, for 

instance to use a variety of activities and to take a personal investment in their students’ 

learning of Spanish.  He is passionate about teaching and says that every semester he 

walks away with knowledge gained from his students and ideas about how to improve for 

the coming semester. 
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Focus study student #4 Nick: 

 Nick is a sophomore who is 19 years old from a small town in a Northeastern 

state.  His major is Liberal Arts and it taking Spanish for the requirement.  He is glad he 

came to Tucson to attend the university, although it has been a difficult adjustment being 

so far from his family.  Nick also studied American Sign Language for a year.  He has 

traveled to various countries on vacation, namely, Canada for three weeks, The 

Dominican Republic for eight months, Puerto Rico for one month, Italy for three weeks, 

Switzerland for one month and St. Thomas for two weeks.  He has interest in living in 

Spain in the future for two to three years to experience a new culture and to develop a 

high level of fluency in Spanish.  He is a highly motivated language learner.  He feels 

that he has built a strong grammatical and vocabulary base of knowledge in Spanish and 

now wants to further develop his linguistic proficiency by living in the target culture.  He 

stresses this at several points through the interview: that it is necessary for language 

learners to go live in the culture; classroom practice can only take them so far.  Nick feels 

uncomfortable speaking in class and hopes that living in the culture will diminish this 

fear. 

 Nick began learning Spanish in sixth grade and has continuously taken courses 

since then.  Nick has had three NS and three NNS Spanish teachers.  He has received As 

and Bs in his Spanish classes.  His favorite teacher is from Cuba.  He enjoyed her class 

tremendously because she encouraged the class to use Spanish in an interactive way and 

not to worry about making a mistake.  Nick asserts that other teachers put too high of an 
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importance on correctness.  However, Nick states that he wants teachers to correct him, 

because he wants to know when he is making a mistake, so he can correct that error and 

improve his accuracy.   

 Nick prefers NS instructors because they are more creative, use more tools such 

as pictures for memorization and include more body gestures.  He states that NNS use the 

book to a higher degree than NS instructors.  My classroom observations did not support 

this belief; the NNS instructors used the book to a much lesser degree.  Nick would prefer 

teachers to use the book only as a guide.  As well as preferring NS instructors, he also 

believes they are better Spanish teachers because “They can teach you things the book 

doesn’t.”  He believes that NS are more fun and NNS more compassionate and suggests 

that all instructors speak in Spanish frequently in an informal, “everyday” manner, so the 

students hear and can use the language in a meaningful and appropriate way.  He agrees 

that the class should be all in Spanish and is neutral regarding directions and grammatical 

explanations being given in English.  He further agrees that it is important to develop a 

native-like accent, study grammar, learn colloquial expressions, and learn about the target 

culture.   

 He believes NNS are better instructors of reading because they went through the 

same process of learning to read in Spanish and learning to construct holistic meaning out 

of the text instead of translating word-by-word.  He also believes NNS are better 

instructors of grammar because NS cannot teach grammar because they have not gone 

through the process of learning it like NNS have.  On the other hand, he believes NS are 
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superior instructors of pronunciation, speaking, writing, understanding spoken language, 

colloquial language use, cultural knowledge, and vocabulary.   

 He suggests that instructors work to attract the students to the Spanish language in 

some way such as through the topics covered in class.  Nick recommends that NNS study 

in the target culture, so they can share this important cultural knowledge with their 

students.  He also says that living in the target culture gives them personal experiences 

they can share with the students.  In the future he will try to take courses taught by NS. 

 

Focus study student #5 Lisa: 

 Lisa grew up in a small town in a midwestern state and is a freshman at the 

University of Arizona.  She is between the ages of 18 and 22.  She is enjoying her 

experiences as a university student in Tucson and feels academically prepared for her 

college classes because she took classes at a community college as a senior in high school 

for dual high school and college credit.  She has visited various countries on vacation, 

namely, Spain for a week and a half, France for a week and Canada and Mexico each for 

a few days.  Her major is Latin American Studies and she is motivated to learn Spanish 

because of its connection to her major.  She plans on becoming fluent in Spanish and 

wants to study abroad at some point in the future; specifically she would like to live in 

either Spain or Mexico for around six months.  She remarks that she loves the culture of 

Spain and especially liked Barcelona and Madrid on her previous visit to Spain.  She also 

“would like to live in Mexico to study the people and history and better my Spanish.” 
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 She began learning Spanish at the age of 13 in seventh-grade.  She took one 

semester that year and then continued her FL study the entire eighth-grade year, as well 

as grades nine thru eleven.  She took Spanish at her local community college her senior 

year.  Thus, Lisa has continually taken Spanish for the last six years.  She has received 

straight As in her Spanish courses.  She has had two NS and three NNS instructors.  Her 

favorite teacher is a Mexican NS she had in high school because this instructor was the 

most fun, involved the entire class, used common colloquial expressions in Spanish, 

played a lot of songs in class, and had Latin dance instructors come to the class.  Lisa’s 

least favorite instructor is a NNS.  She states that he would tell good stories, but his class 

was lacking in structure because they never had assignments, exams, or a plan for the 

semester.  Nearly the entire class was in English and she did not learn anything.   

 Lisa says that it depends if she prefers NS or NNS, but she does prefer her 

instructor to know both Spanish and English.  She prefers the majority of the class to be 

in Spanish, but she feels it mandatory to use English at times, for instance with difficult 

grammatical explanations.  She also likes to be able to ask her questions in English.  Lisa 

proclaims that her current instructor does speak English, but his knowledge is limited, so 

at times it is frustrating because he will not understand the class’ questions, or he will 

struggle explaining certain concepts to the students in English.  Lisa suggests that only 

teachers highly proficient in English teach the beginning classes.  The effectiveness of a 

teacher is contingent on his/her personality and knowledge of the Spanish language and 

culture.  She does not believe that NS or NNS are inherently more compassionate or more 

fun. 
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 Although Lisa does not have a distinct preference for NS or NNS instructors, she 

does believe that NS are better instructors because the language is so natural to them.  

She likes her current teacher overall and felt from the beginning of the semester that this 

was going to be a fun class, because he came in to the class enthusiastic and positive.  

She also looked forward to the chance to learn common, colloquial expressions from him.  

She wants to learn the language that is “really used in the culture” and not just formal 

Spanish.  She writes, “When I work with migrants in the summer they don’t speak or 

understand formal Spanish so it is important to know the informal when communicating 

with less educated.”  She declares that NNS cannot teach slang expressions as well as 

NS.  Furthermore, NS speak more naturally and are better teachers of pronunciation, 

speaking, writing, reading, understanding spoken language, cultural knowledge, and 

vocabulary.  It is highly important to Lisa to develop a native-like accent because she is 

worried about being understood when she lives in Spain or Mexico.  She states that NS 

are also desirable because her interest is peaked to learn more about their culture.  She 

wants to hear about where the instructor is from.  She opines that NNS are superior 

instructors of grammar and she believes that it is highly important for her to study 

grammar because “It is the structure of the language and makes you be able to be 

understood.” 

 Lisa suggests that NNS instructors have frequent contact with NS and the target 

culture. She stresses that this should be frequent, so they do not visit the target culture 

once and never return.  She recommends that NS instructors work on their proficiency in 

English, unless they are teaching advanced Spanish courses. 
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 Lisa’s ideal Spanish instructor is passionate about teaching Spanish and teaches 

more than the language, but also the culture, like music and dances popular in the target 

culture.  She also wants the instructor to be knowledgeable and fluent in Spanish and 

English and thoroughly explain grammatical concepts and introduce colloquial 

expressions to the class.  She writes, “Basically someone that is passionate, 

knowledgeable and wants the students to learn.”       

 Lisa speaks Spanish outside of class principally when she works on her family’s 

farm during the summer.  She speaks Spanish with the migrant workers who work on the 

farm.  She likes having opportunities to interact with NS of Spanish because she believes 

this helps her Spanish proficiency improve.  In the future, if given the option, Lisa would 

choose NS instructors, but only if they knew English fluently.      

 

Focus study student #6 Annie: 

 Annie is an 18 year-old sophomore at the University of Arizona.  She is happy 

with university life, although she finds Tucson boring.  She is from California.  Her major 

is Communications and is taking the class to fulfill the FL requirement.  She does not 

plan on continuing her Spanish study after completing Spanish 202.  Annie has traveled 

extensively on vacation to India, Italy, Hong Kong, Germany, Spain, Portugal, England, 

and Mexico.  She spent between two weeks and a month in these countries.   

 Annie began learning Spanish in sixth-grade in an introductory course.  The 

students at her school took three weeks of German, French, and Spanish, so they could 

choose which language they wanted to continue studying in seventh-grade.  She began 
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Spanish courses in seventh-grade and continued her language study until her junior year 

when the classes became too difficult and she did not need to take any additional courses.  

She believes that she should be better at Spanish for how long she has been studying the 

language.   

 Annie’s junior high and high school teachers were NNS and now at the University 

of Arizona she has had two NS instructors.  Her favorite teacher was her instructor of 

Spanish 201 at the university because she was helpful, friendly, lenient with homework, 

and because she learned a lot in the class.  Annie has received an A, two Bs and a C in 

her Spanish courses.  Annie says that she notices a difference with NS instructors in the 

sense that they speak less English than her past NNS instructors.  She prefers her 

instructors to give instructions and grammatical explanations in English.  She says that 

she would be completely lost if her instructor gave all the explanations for difficult 

linguistic concepts like the preterit and imperfect in Spanish.   

Annie does not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors; she just wants a 

teacher who is knowledgeable, understanding, and helps students learn.  She appreciates 

hearing a NS accent, although she is neutral regarding the importance of trying to 

develop a native-like accent.  She tells me that she had a NNS instructor from a Southern 

state in the United States and she found her accent funny and unnatural sounding when 

she spoke Spanish.  She states that the value of the NS accent is not present for students 

in the first year, but for higher-level classes a native or near-native accent is important.  

In her experience NS are easier graders because she believes that they place the greatest 

value on the students’ effort and not on whether their speech is correct or incorrect. 
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 She also believes that it depends who is a better language instructor, NS or NNS.  

She views NS as advantageous because they grew up speaking the language and thus 

provide a perfect language model for the students.  On the other hand, NNS can also be 

effective teachers.  Annie believes NNS are superior teachers of grammar because they 

went through this language learning process.  However, interestingly, Annie disclosed to 

me that she trusts NS instructors more regarding grammar instruction.  Annie also 

believes NNS are more effective at developing students’ speaking skills because they 

speak slower, so a realistic model is provided for the students that they can work to reach. 

 Moreover, Annie believes NS to be superior teachers of pronunciation, writing, 

reading, understanding spoken language, colloquial language use, cultural knowledge, 

and vocabulary.  Annie agrees that it is important to learn colloquial expressions and to 

learn about the target culture.  She also believes NS are more fun and have better senses 

of humor than NNS and include more jokes in class.  She also brings up how the Latin 

culture is wild and fun.  On the other hand, she believes NNS instructors are more 

compassionate because they have gone through the same language-learning experience as 

the students.   

 Annie’s ideal Spanish teacher is either a NS who is fluent in English or a NNS 

with a major or minor in Spanish.  She wants a variety of activities to be used in class and 

for the learning to be made fun.  The descriptions must be clear and thorough and 

presented at a slow pace.  She also wants an instructor who gives all the students a chance 

to participate and not to favor certain students.  Finally, she wants a relaxed instructor 

who does not get mad if the students make mistakes.     
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Discussion of Data from Focus Study Participants’ in Hector’s Class: 

 Agreement and disagreement between participants will now be explored and will 

be related to the synthesis of Olivia’s class.  All four participants agree that NNS are 

better teachers of grammar because of having gone through the same language learning 

experience as the students, supporting the belief of Olivia, Sam, and Sadie.  Participants 

agree grammar is important to study, but Nick and Lisa state that they want to hear 

colloquial use of Spanish and not just a formal register of Spanish and to teach them more 

than what is in the book, supporting Eric’s belief.  Hector, Annie, and Lisa believe NS 

have an advantage regarding the teaching of colloquial language use and culture.    Lisa 

says that having a NS instructor increases her desire to learn more about the target 

culture.  Nick wants the class all in Spanish, agreeing with Olivia, whereas Hector, Lisa, 

and Annie support the use of English in the classroom, corroborating the position of Sam, 

Eric, and Sadie. 

 NS are thought by Hector, Nick, and Annie to provide a better model of 

pronunciation for students.  Hector like Olivia places high importance on developing a 

native-like accent, causing them to strongly prefer to be taught by NS instructors.  Hector 

and Nick believe NS are better teachers of vocabulary because their lexicons are vaster 

including knowledge about language variation in the Spanish-speaking world.  On the 

other hand, Hector and Annie see an advantage that NNS better know how to modify 

their speech so it is comprehensible for the students.       
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 Hector and Annie support the position of Olivia, Eric, and Sadie that instructors 

should work to vary the structure of the class.  Nick, Lisa, and Annie believe NS are more 

fun and creative using gestures when they speak and Annie also states that NS have better 

senses of humor.  Hector and Annie state that a task of the instructor should be to 

stimulate students’ motivation.  Hector states that teachers should work to develop a good 

rapport with the students and using the students’ L1 can help with this goal.  Olivia 

agrees with this position.  Annie wants a teacher who creates a relaxed atmosphere, 

disagreeing with Eric’s position that instructors should not be too relaxed and should 

have high expectations.  Lisa and Annie, agreeing with Sam’s belief, assert that the 

personality of the instructor is paramount to the overall experience of the students and 

their SLA success. 

 Hector and all three focus study students believe that the learning of grammar and 

culture are important.  Hector, Lisa, and Annie agree that providing grammatical 

explanations in English is a good teaching strategy.  However, Nick is neutral on this 

questionnaire item.  Hector and Nick agree that the class should be nearly all in Spanish, 

whereas Lisa disagrees with this item and Annie is neutral on this item.  Hector, Lisa, and 

Nick believe that trying to develop a native-like accent is important, whereas Annie is 

neutral regarding this item.   

 

“Portrait” of Hector’s Class: 

 I first observed Hector’s Spanish 201 class in the middle of the Fall semester.  

There were 15 students in attendance this day, seven males and eight females.  The desk 
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arrangement of the classroom is traditional.  Hector begins the class by asking personal 

questions about what they did over the weekend.  He uses Spanish principally, but 

translates into English when a student does not answer his question, or when a 

vocabulary word is not understood.  The students pay attention and attempt to answer his 

questions.  Each question is asked to a different student, thus each student only answers 

one question plus maybe one follow-up question.  For instance, Annie was asked what 

she did over the weekend and she answered “Fui a fiestas/I went to parties” and 

immediately after Hector asked her “¿Cuántas/How many?”   

 After this warm-up activity the rest of the class involves book activities.  The 

students take turns reading one sentence aloud from the textbook.  Certain historical 

events are the focus of the pages.  He asks the class every two or three sentences to 

translate certain words to English.  When no one knows a word he either translates the 

word into English, or uses other teaching strategies such as gesturing or drawing on the 

board.  He is animated and enthusiastic, although the activity of reading aloud appears to 

become tedious to the students after around ten minutes.  After they finish the history 

pages they correct a grammatical exercise assigned for homework aloud in the same way 

with students taking turns reading the responses aloud.  He checks the students’ 

comprehension using translation to English again.  When students say an incorrect 

response he stops them and gives them a chance to come up with the correct response.  At 

one point a student becomes frustrated and says “I give up.”  All of a sudden Hector 

realizes class is almost over so he says the homework for the next class in Spanish and 

dismisses them.   
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 Hector is passionate about teaching and declares that he uses a variety of 

techniques when teaching.  In the two observations of his class the structure was nearly 

identical.  I observed a second time at the end of the semester and again he greets them in 

Spanish and asks them a few personal questions.  Then they turn to a book activity.  

Again they go around the room reading history pages and checking their comprehension 

in the same way as in the first observation.  Subsequently they complete a vocabulary 

activity from the book where they have five words with the same root and they have to 

match the words to the appropriate definition.  He asks for volunteers to supply the 

correct answers.  The class then turns to the culture pages in the book and takes turns 

reading the sentences aloud.  When Annie is reading she is corrected while trying to 

pronounce the word “ciudadano/citizen.”  The final activity is peer editing of a 

composition the students are writing.  Towards the end of class he writes the homework 

on the board in Spanish.  Based on the focus study students’ responses they like Hector’s 

personal disposition in class and enjoy his friendly personality.  The students would like 

Hector to include more varied activities in class.  Nick told me that in his opinion the 

initial personal question/answer session in Spanish is the best part of Hector’s class 

because they are using the language spontaneously and to interact in a meaningful way.   

 

NNS Focus Study Participants 

NNS Instructor Class #3 Joe: 

 Joe is from California and attended a large university in a Western state for his 

undergraduate degree in Spanish and Masters in Spanish Pedagogy before coming to the 
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University of Arizona to complete his doctorate.  He began learning Spanish in high 

school as a freshman and continued to take Spanish courses all four years in high school.  

He took one semester as a freshman in college before going to live in Colombia for two 

years.  He states that his proficiency in Spanish dramatically improved due to his stay in 

Columbia.  He has also studied Portuguese for one semester at the University of Arizona 

and liked the class, except for the fact that the students were not given many 

opportunities to practice the language orally.  He makes sure he gives his students 

numerous opportunities to use Spanish, so they can actually use the language they are 

studying.  Joe places high value on developing the students’ oral language and confesses 

he gives them more chances to practice their speaking than writing.  He feels it is 

beneficial to teach grammar, although he questions how much of an impact this 

instruction has because students will inevitably go through the different stages of 

language development.  Thus, they will learn the subjunctive when they are ready to learn 

it.  However, he believes that formal grammar instruction could accelerate this 

developmental process by raising their awareness of the grammatical concepts. 

 Joe agrees that it is important to conduct the majority of the FL class in the target 

language, although he also believes that English has a role in the language classroom.  He 

states that certain grammatical principles like differences between the preterit and 

imperfect have to be explained in English because this concept is not present in English.  

He also uses English at times for translation because it is more efficient.  Joe strongly 

agrees that language learners should work to improve their accent, not to an unrealistic 

NS standard, but rather to an attainable standard emphasizing intelligibility. 
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 Joe prefers NNS instructors because he is “going through the same process they 

went through and they might have more insight into how to answer questions that NS 

might not have had to deal with.”  He also thinks NNS instructors could be more 

compassionate because of this shared experience.  Joe has had NS and NNS instructors 

and has seen general differences between them, which he attributes to cultural 

differences.  For instance, he had a Chilean professor for an undergraduate Spanish class 

and the class was conducted in a traditional manner.  This professor was not warm with 

the students and would harshly correct them when they made a mistake speaking Spanish.  

Joe believes this is because of differences between Chile and the United States regarding 

protocol for both student and instructor classroom behavior.  To support his point, Joe 

discusses a positive experience he had with a NS instructor from Uruguay; however this 

woman had lived in the United States for probably 20 years, so she had likely adopted the 

educational cultural norms from the United States.  He also suggests that there could be 

variation based on gender.  Joe’s first experience taking a Spanish test was horrible, 

because the teacher told them to conjugate the verb “ser/to be” and he had no idea what 

conjugate even meant.  So, he makes sure that his students understand the terms he is 

using.  If he studies a new FL in the future he would prefer a NNS with a teaching style 

that he feels comfortable with.     

 Joe feels NNS are better instructors for the same reasons that he prefers NNS 

instructors.  However, he stresses that there are benefits of NS instructors that are absent 

with NNS.  For instance, when students reach an intermediate level in probably fourth 

semester Spanish, and they are becoming more comfortable using the language, the NS 
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input could cause them to improve quicker, because NS input is richer regarding 

expressions, vocabulary, pronunciation and fluency.  He states that NNS speech will have 

more transfer from English, perhaps making them advantageous for beginning learners, 

since they will be understood more easily; however NS input may be better to help the 

students reach an advanced level of language study.  He suggests that this would be an 

interesting study to see if the learning curve past the intermediate stage is steeper for 

students in NS classes.  He stresses that he is exclusively referring to the students’ 

speaking abilities.  NS provide a better model of fluency and pronunciation and due to the 

fact that pronunciation is usually not explicitly taught in FL classes the provision of this 

native model is the only tool the students are given to try to improve their pronunciation.   

 Joe opines that NS are much better at teaching colloquial expressions, because 

NNS do not have this knowledge.  NS are also better at teaching culture because of the 

emic perspective they possess.  He acknowledges the importance of this emic perspective 

in an etic FL class.  Joe believes NNS are superior teachers of grammar because they 

went through the formal process of studying Spanish, thus their metalinguistic awareness 

is rich.  He also believes NNS to be superior teachers of writing because of having gone 

through this same process.  NNS are also superior teachers of reading because they know 

strategies that are beneficial like finding cognates.  Joe gives his students an entire lesson 

on reading, which he agrees NS instructors could also do, but he fears that they may not 

see the need.  NNS are in a better position to teach vocabulary because they have a better 

idea which words are more frequent and Joe stresses that frequency is a huge factor in 
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vocabulary acquisition. If his class encounters the word “estante/bookcase” he can predict 

that they will likely not have heard this word before. 

 Joe exclaims that he has a great suggestion for NS: for them to take another 

language before teaching, so they can “really feel what’s going on in the students’ minds.  

They could go through the cognitive processes we use as adults that children don’t use.”  

Joe recommends that NNS continually work to improve their proficiency in Spanish 

through reading various books, newspapers, etc. in the target language.  He declares that 

it is important for NNS instructors to use the language in an accurate, appropriate way, so 

a strong language model is provided for the students.  He admits that as a NNS he does 

not have that accuracy and that is where the NNS limitation comes in.   

 

Focus study student #8 Connie: 

 Connie is a 19 year-old student at the university majoring in Theatre.  She is a 

sophomore and likes the university.  She also studied French for one semester.  The only 

foreign country she visited is Canada for one week.  She is interested in living in Spain or 

a Spanish-speaking Caribbean country in the future for about a year in order to improve 

her language abilities in Spanish and to learn more about the culture.  She is motivated to 

learn Spanish, as well as other languages like German because she plans on visiting 

Germany in the summer.  Connie began learning Spanish as a junior in high school and 

then also took Spanish her senior year and her freshman year in college.  She has had two 

NS and two NNS instructors.  Her favorite instructor is her current instructor because he 

is animated and fun in class and it is apparent that he cares that the students learn.  He 
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also is compassionate because he understands what the students are going through.  

Furthermore, he teaches grammar, but also emphasizes conversation in the class.  Connie 

states that the NS instructor she had the previous year was horrible because he did not 

know how to teach the class.  He could not understand the difficulties the students were 

having and would assign pages for homework and then would expect the students to have 

learned everything on those pages.  He would not teach them or review what was 

assigned for homework.  He could not understand why the concepts were so hard for the 

class. 

 Connie does not prefer NS or NNS instructors; rather there are certain 

characteristics she wants her instructor to possess.  She wants a language instructor who 

is patient, fun, listens to the students, creates a comfortable learning environment, and 

encourages and challenges the students.  She also asserts that NS and NNS instructors 

need to have a strong understanding of how the language works, as well as how to teach 

the language.  She also wants instructors to emphasize the progress the students are 

making, so the students are motivated and do not become frustrated.  She has the 

impression that her classmates prefer NNS because the instructors can relate to the 

students and they like to “get Spanish from an American perspective.”     

 She believes NNS are better at answering the students’ questions related to 

grammar, but NS may be better at answering vocabulary questions.  She also believes 

NNS are better at teaching culture because they know the cultural aspects that are new 

and different to the students and NNS are sensitive to the fact that American students 

may not have been taught about other cultures.  She admits that NS can give more of a 
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context for the cultural discussions.  She suggests that NNS spend time in the target 

culture to create their own personal connections with the culture.  She also believes NNS 

are better teachers of colloquial expressions, because they learned these expressions from 

the perspective of a NS of English.  Colloquial expressions and cultural information are 

necessary for the students to learn in Connie’s opinion.  Connie thinks NNS are superior 

teachers of reading and writing because they went through the process of learning how to 

read and write in Spanish as a native reader and writer of English.     

 Connie feels NS are better at teaching grammar because they have no linguistic 

limitations in the language.  She strongly agrees that grammar is important to study.  She 

believes NS are superior teachers of pronunciation, vocabulary, listening and speaking 

because of the language model they provide.  Their vocabulary is more extensive and 

their pronunciation is what the students need to work to imitate.  It is important to her to 

develop a native-like accent so she can be understood in the culture.         

 Connie disagrees that the entire class should be in Spanish.  She sees a role for 

English based on the level of the class.  She comments, “If someone is just staring at you 

[the teacher] blankly, you’re going to have to use a little bit of English and then maybe, 

you know, incorporate more Spanish, encourage them, maybe ask them to repeat it or 

something, but definitely some English has to be used at the 200 level and lower.”  She 

feels English should be used only if the grammatical explanation is highly advanced, so 

the students would be lost if the explanation were only given in Spanish.  
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Focus study student #9 Jess: 

 Jess is a 20 year-old sophomore from California.  His major is Communications 

and is taking Spanish for the FL requirement and does not plan to continue studying 

Spanish after finishing the current semester.  He also studied Hebrew for two years.  Jess 

has traveled to various countries on vacation, specifically Canada, Israel, England, 

France, Belgium and Mexico.  His stays were between two weeks and a month.   

 He began learning Spanish in high school.  He took three years of Spanish in high 

school then two semesters his freshman year at the University of Arizona.  He is pleased 

with his current class because Joe makes the class fun and creates a nice learning 

environment.  Jess has had three NS and three NNS instructors and has a strong 

preference for NNS instructors based on his experience because they better understand 

the difficulties involved in learning Spanish.  However, his favorite instructor is a NS 

from Peru who he had in high school because she broke the language down into small 

steps for the class.  Jess says the NS were stricter and were not compassionate with the 

students.  He feels that NS should know English if teaching Spanish in the United States.  

NNS are more compassionate in his experience.  Jess greatly prefers grammatical 

explanations in English and being given the opportunity to ask questions in English.  He 

agrees that the majority of the class should be in Spanish, so the students receive input in 

the L2, but asserts that there is a time for English also.   

 Jess also believes that NNS are better instructors for the same reasons that he 

prefers NNS instructors, although he stresses the factor of the instructor’s personality.  

Jess comments that NNS are better at teaching grammar, writing, reading, listening, and 
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vocabulary.  NS are viewed as better teachers of pronunciation and speaking because the 

students can hear the sounds correctly.  Also NS likely speak faster than NNS instructors 

providing the students with a more accurate model to prepare them to interact with NS.  

He also believes NS are better instructors of culture because they were raised in it.  He 

suggests NNS spend time in the target culture, although they will always be at a 

disadvantage regarding their cultural knowledge.  Jess feels that the classes here place too 

much of an emphasis on culture and on culture that the students are not as interested in, 

for instance famous historical people.  He would rather learn how the people of the target 

culture live on a daily basis.  Jess suggests NS work to understand the students’ emotions 

and frustrations and to be compassionate towards the difficulties the students are having 

learning the L2 because of reasons such as limited metalinguistic knowledge of the 

English language.  He states that he has learned a lot about the structure of English 

through his study of Spanish.   

 This semester his preference for NNS instructors is being reaffirmed.  Jess 

suggests that students truly interested in learning a FL go live in the target culture, 

because he says he learned more Dutch in the two months he was in Belgium than the 

amount of Spanish he has learned in all his classes in the United States.   

 

Discussion of Data from Focus Study Participants’ in Joe’s Class: 

 Connie and Jess emphasized in their interviews that they like the fact that Joe is 

invested in the students’ learning.  Joe emphasizes the strides they make in their SLA and 

is supportive of the challenges they face.  This feeling that instructors should stress the 
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progress made by students in their SLA success emerges repeatedly such as in the 

interviews of Hector, Lisa, Annie, and Eric.  Connie and Jess believe the shared language 

learning experience between them and their instructor, Joe, is a significant advantage.  

This belief continued to emerge in the data.  NNS are thought to be better instructors of 

grammar by Joe and Jess, supporting other participants such as Olivia, Sam, and Nick, 

because of a higher level of metalinguistic awareness.  Joe says NNS better know how to 

answer students’ questions, disagreeing with Eric.  Connie believes NS are better teachers 

of grammar because there are no limitations concerning their proficiency in the language, 

supporting Eric’s position.  The three participants in this class believe English has a role 

in the classroom for areas such as grammatical explanations, agreeing with Lisa and 

Annie, Sam, Eric, and Sadie.  Olivia and Nick are the only two participants in the three 

classes thus described expressing the belief that the class should be conducted entirely in 

the FL.  Joe agrees with the other instructors, Olivia and Hector, that the L1 can be used 

as an effective tool to create a closer relationship with the students.  He can tell jokes to 

the students in English that the students would not understand if in Spanish. 

 Participants’ beliefs about instructor superiority of teaching culture and colloquial 

language appear to be related.  Joe and Jess believe NS are better teachers of these areas 

because they grew up in the culture, knowing intricacies NNS would not, and using 

colloquial expressions that are appropriate culturally.  Connie believes NNS are better 

teachers of culture and colloquial expressions because they are aware of which cultural 

aspects will be different for the students based on their background and because they will 

be cognizant of the fact that the colloquial expressions take extra attention to learn.  
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Analysis of the data from the focus study participants in the different classes reveals 

differing beliefs regarding instruction of the areas of reading, writing, and vocabulary.  In 

this class, Joe, Connie and Jess believe NNS are better teachers of reading and writing 

again because of having gone through this same process.  Joe devotes an entire class to 

the development of reading strategies and he worries that NS would not be aware of the 

need for lessons such as this.     

 Joe believes NNS are better teachers of vocabulary because they have an 

awareness of the vocabulary words that will be unfamiliar to the students.  Connie and 

Jess agree with Nick and Hector that NS are better teachers of vocabulary because their 

word knowledge is more extensive. 

 Joe, Mary, and Jess have seen differences between NS and NNS instructors.  Joe 

emphasizes that there are cultural differences between NS and NNS regarding 

expectations of classroom protocol for both students and instructors.  Mary discusses 

observing NS become frustrated with students having problems understanding a linguistic 

concept.  She says they cannot relate to the process the student is going through.  Jess 

recounts the feeling that NS could not relate to him and the difficulties he was having.  

Jess stresses, as did Lisa, Annie, and Sam, the teacher variable of personality and its 

significant impact on the classroom environment. 

 

“Portrait” of Joe’s Class: 

 I observed Joe’s class in the same format as my other observations, in the middle 

and end of the semester.  Joe begins the first class with a question to stimulate 
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conversation in Spanish.  The question was “¿Cuál es la edad más difícil/What is the 

most difficult age?”  One student asks what “edad/age” means and the class tells him in 

English.  Joe speaks entirely in Spanish and allows students to ask him in English how to 

say expressions or words in Spanish.  The students speak with a classmate for a few 

minutes before Joe asks for volunteers to share their ideas.  He does not call on students; 

he allows them to volunteer.  This conversation continues for ten minutes.  Students voice 

opinions that twelve, or twenty, or whatever age they are currently at is the most difficult.  

Many students eagerly volunteer their opinions and show agreement or disagreement 

with the other students’ opinions.   

 The next class activity is a quiz on the short story the students were assigned to 

read for homework.  The quiz consists of three short-answer questions.  Joe does not use 

any English.  The rest of the class is used to discuss the story.  Joe uses English at a few 

different points to translate words.  The students are told to take out their books and find 

a line or phrase that they liked a lot and to share this phrase with a classmate.  Students 

are speaking in Spanish and English while completing the task.  He then calls on students 

to read their chosen line and explain why they chose it.  The students appear to enjoy 

hearing the lines the other students select.  The conversation then turns to a general 

classroom discussion of the reading.  Joe poses questions to the entire class.  He 

translates three questions when the students tell him that they do not understand what the 

questions mean.  All students participate at some point either through volunteering or 

through being called on.   
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The second class I observed was a review class in preparation for the final exam.  

The students work in pairs answering questions about the countries studied.  Questions 

relate to topics such as when a country received its independence.  Joe provides a model 

on the board in Spanish.  This activity takes about ten minutes.  During this time Joe 

monitors the groups, helping them with any difficulties and answering their questions.  

He has to clarify the directions for the activity at one point; he does this in English.  After 

the students are finished the class reviews the answers.  He asks for volunteers to answer 

the different questions.  He writes the answers on the board.  At one point there is 

confusion about the date Uruguay received independence.  He clears up the confusion 

using only Spanish.   

 The students then take a short quiz composed of five questions about the reading 

assigned for homework.  The quiz is completed quickly.  He asks if there are questions on 

the poem.  When there are none, he moves on to the next activity.  He organizes the 

students in groups of three and tells them they are going to play a verb game.  He 

explains the directions in English.  The game consists of Joe giving the students a verb 

and a tense, for instance, “morir/to die in the future.”  Then the students need to write all 

the conjugations on their paper for the subjects “tú, yo, ellos, nosotros/you, I, they, we.”  

The first team that shows him all correct conjugations wins.  The students are working 

quickly and there is a feeling of excitement in the class.  He tells them if they have any 

incorrect conjugations and they make the corrections.  He then writes the correct verb 

forms on the board.  There is confusion about the verb endings for the future tense, so he 
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writes them on the board.  To end the class he quickly tells them the homework in 

English and has them turn in the homework. 

 

NNS Instructor Class #4 Mary: 

 Mary is from a Northwestern state and attended college in the same state before 

coming to the University of Arizona to complete her masters and doctorate.  Mary says 

she always wanted to be a teacher and she liked Spanish, so it made sense to become a 

Spanish teacher.  She began learning Spanish as a freshman in high school.  She had two 

NNS teachers in high school.  The first teacher Mary liked because the class was 

structured and the instructor taught grammar, which is favorable to Mary.  The second 

teacher, although a NNS, was married to a NS of Spanish and thus had reached a high 

level of proficiency, likely near-native.  This instructor did not know how to explain the 

linguistic concepts.  Mary continued to study Spanish in college; although she states that 

it was not until she became friends with some people from Puerto Rico and only spoke 

Spanish with them did she become able to use the language fluently.  She lived in Puerto 

Rico for a semester when she was 21, but she states that this was not even necessary for 

her language development.  It was truly when she made friends with people who she had 

to speak Spanish with did she begin to use the language in a spontaneous, meaningful 

way.  She also lived in Spain for a couple months and spent a summer in Costa Rica. 

 In college she had three NS and two NNS instructors.  She liked their classes 

equally well.  The NS instructors taught grammar, which pleased Mary.  Mary also 

studied Italian as an undergraduate for a semester.  Her teacher was a NS.  The students 
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taught themselves the grammar and the class was devoted to oral practice of the 

language.  There were only three students in the class.  Mary appreciated having a NS 

instructor because the topics covered in class related to Italy and the different dialects 

spoken in Italy.  The instructor was not able to explain the grammar, but Mary and the 

other two students did not need this because they were highly motivated language 

learners.  Mary says that a NNS could have also taught this class if he/she had lived in 

Italy for a period of time and knew enough about the language for instance to be able to 

give examples from the various dialects.  She states that it does not matter if she has a NS 

or NNS instructor now because she takes the burden of learning, but for students who are 

not as motivated, NNS make better teachers.  However she still prefers NNS instructors 

because they share her language learning experience.  She strongly believes that NNS are 

more compassionate because of this shared experience.  Mary stresses that instructors 

cannot view the students’ language as a matter of right and wrong, because a learner’s 

interlanguage cannot be categorized in that manner.  It is a learning process.  The 

students cannot just jump from English to Spanish; there are various stages they have to 

go through related to what they can notice at these levels.  Mary has seen NS instructors 

be rude to students in office hours and say comments like “You studied that wrong.  

That’s just wrong.”  She has also overheard NS not explain concepts but just state “It’s 

just like this.”  The instructors are not looking at the stage the students are at.  Mary has 

learned a lot from asking her students why they believe certain things in Spanish.  She 

has learned that it is not that they studied the item wrong, but rather they are applying 

another rule, so she has to help them restructure their grammar.  The goal of a language 

 



 

209

instructor in the course of a semester has to be to help the learners progress in their 

interlanguage because the students are not going to get anywhere remotely close to the 

native-like L2 use.  Mary has helped English language learners with their papers in 

English and admits that she did not consider that they are in a process, but rather she 

corrected their papers from a stance that items are right or wrong.  She concludes that 

there is something truly unique about being a NS or NNS of a language. 

  Mary disagrees that the class should be conducted only in Spanish and strongly 

agrees that providing grammatical explanations and directions in English is a good 

teaching strategy.  English is especially helpful for target language concepts that differ 

from the grammar of English.  She often writes the rule on the board in English so the 

students can copy it to study later and then explains the rule mostly in Spanish using a 

little English for areas hard for the students to comprehend.  Based on student feedback 

she feels students need some of the grammatical explanations in English.  She may also 

use English in class when the class does not know a word, especially abstract words, for 

the sake of time. 

 Mary begins class everyday with a personal question so the students use the 

language in a meaningful way.  She writes the question on the board, answers the 

question herself and then has the students answer the question in pairs for a few minutes.  

She then asks for a couple volunteers to answer the question.  She does not call on the 

students because she does not want to put them on the spot.  She structures all her 

activities in this way, to take pressure off the students.  She uses a lot of small group 

activities in her class.  She was nervous as a language learner; so she is sensitive to the 
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affective factor of learning a language and especially of being cold called on to speak in 

front of the entire class.  

 Mary believes that differences between NS and NNS regarding how they interact 

with students are also based on cultural norms for the groups.  Or, it could be a factor of 

the ideology of “NS as expert;” they see their role as the person who holds the answers 

and the student is trying to gain those answers. 

 Mary believes NNS are better instructors because they know what the students are 

going through and because they represent an attainable model of success for the students.  

Mary thinks NNS are superior instructors of grammar, reading and understanding spoken 

language.  She marked both NS and NNS as most effective at teaching speaking.  NNS 

are better teachers of grammar because of their high level of metalinguistic awareness.  

Mary strongly agrees that it is important for students to learn the grammar of the FL.    

Furthermore, NNS are superior reading teachers because they are more prepared to teach 

their students the strategies involved in reading such as recognizing cognates and looking 

at the root of a word or what part of speech it is.  NNS are more effective at developing 

their students’ listening abilities because they recognize that students need lots of 

negotiation, so the instructors can teach them appropriate listening strategies so they can 

better understand spoken speech. 

 Mary believes NS to be superior teachers of pronunciation, writing, colloquial 

language use, cultural knowledge and vocabulary.  Mary agrees that it is important for 

students to try to pronounce words correctly.  NS are better pronunciation teachers 

because of the perfect model they provide.  She states that she knows a few pronunciation 
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tricks using English to help with Spanish pronunciation, but beyond that does not know 

what to do support the students’ development of native-like pronunciation.  She also 

believes NS attend more to pronunciation problems of the students.  She thinks this is 

positive for the learners’ language development.  Mary asserts that NNS with a non-

native accent are fine and should not be viewed in a negative perspective.  She believes 

NS are better at teaching writing because of the stylistic conventions required when 

writing, as well as different connotations of words.  NS are also better teachers of 

colloquial language use because they simply know more common expressions.  NS are 

better teachers of culture because this is part of their identity.  When she teaches culture 

she can only teach what she learned making her feel like a fraud because it is not real, 

because it is not her identity.  When she teaches them about culture she is basically 

reciting facts to them.  Mary strongly believes that it is important for students to study 

grammar.  Finally, NS are better at teaching vocabulary because they know the different 

usages of a word and if a word exists in Spanish.  For example a student asked her how to 

say “sleepover” in Spanish and Mary replied that she doubts this concept exists in 

Spanish, so a translation does not exist.  However, what she was really saying she admits 

is that she does not know if it exists, whereas a NS would know.   

 To be more effective teachers, Mary suggests that NS recognize English transfer 

and point it out to Spanish students to show them what is different in Spanish to raise 

their awareness to these differences.  They also need to learn how to use to English to 

explain difficult concepts present in the target language in a way that is comprehensible 

and accurate.  They can ask other teachers or consult grammar books.  Mary’s 
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recommendations for NNS instructors concern the necessity for them to bring in extra 

materials that are native to the target culture such as videos and music for the cultural 

component and to expose the students to different NS accents.   

 

Focus study student #10 Jamie: 

 Jamie was born in Phoenix and lived there until the age of six.  She is a freshman 

at the university and likes it pretty well.  Adjustment to life in a large university has been 

somewhat difficult for her.  Her first encounter learning Spanish happened in a 

naturalistic way through a Spanish-speaking nanny.  Jamie is different than the other 

students because she was exposed to Spanish as a child.  This only became apparent in 

her interview and was not revealed from her questionnaire answers.  I decided to still 

keep her as a focus study participant.  Jamie prefers NS because they force students to 

speak Spanish and do not allow students to slip into English when using Spanish becomes 

difficult.  She feels NNS are too lenient with students and she wants a teacher with high 

expectations.  Jamie is a highly motivated language learner.  She plans on studying 

abroad because she feels students can only become proficient to a certain degree in a 

formal setting.  She works in a restaurant and likes to speak Spanish with the Spanish-

speaking staff.   

 She also believes NS are better teachers because of the language model they 

provide.  Her junior high NNS teacher only taught them the basics.  Thus, after having 

studied Spanish for three years, the class was still reviewing the colors in eighth grade.  

She suggests that NNS live in the target culture and incorporate themselves in the Latin 
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culture in Tucson.  She stresses that NNS need to work to develop their linguistic 

competence in Spanish.  She believes NNS to be superior teachers of grammar and 

writing because of the formal way through which they learned Spanish.   

 She suggests NS increase their metalinguistic awareness.  The strengths of NS 

instructors involve the teaching of pronunciation, speaking, reading, listening, colloquial 

language use, culture and vocabulary.  They are better at teaching pronunciation because 

students can hear the exact pronunciation and the sound of the flow of the words.  

Furthermore, they are better teachers of vocabulary and colloquial expressions because 

their repertoire is greater and they are more familiar with lexical variation in the Spanish-

speaking world. 

 She recommends that teachers not be lenient with the use of English in class.  She 

agrees that the class should be all in Spanish and supports using the strategy of cross-

linguistic comparison between Spanish and English, but this should still be explained in 

Spanish.  She says that the quality and quantity of the use of the target language is what 

dictates how much students learn in the class.  Jamie says that the bottom line is that 

students learn more from NS because of the language model.     

 

Focus study student #11 Blake: 

 Blake is a 19 year-old freshman from Tucson.  He is enjoying university life and 

felt well prepared academically for his university classes because he attended a college 

preparatory high school.  His major is Business and his minor is Spanish.  He has traveled 

to various countries on vacation, specifically Mexico, Canada, France, Italy, Switzerland, 
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Holland, England, Scotland, Ireland and Spain.  He would like to live in a Spanish-

speaking country to become fluent in Spanish, but there is no Spanish-speaking country 

that he feels comfortable to live in.  Blake was first exposed to Spanish in first-grade.  He 

considers his serious study of Spanish to have begun in eighth-grade.  He continued to 

take Spanish classes his first three years in high school.  He has had all NNS except for 

his teacher in first-grade.  Blake enjoyed the teacher he had as a sophomore in high 

school because she used stories in class to teach the vocabulary and grammatical aspects.  

He did not like his freshman Spanish class because the teacher made them sing and 

dance.   

 He does not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors.  He wants a teacher 

who is highly proficient in Spanish and English and uses a variety of teaching techniques 

to reach all the different types of learners.  He also stresses that repetition is critical to 

learning a FL.  That is one of the characteristics of his current teacher that he likes.  She 

takes the time to go over students’ questions thoroughly and does not become frustrated if 

a concept has to be re-taught.  He believes that this semester is one of his most successful 

experiences learning Spanish because of the teaching techniques used by Mary.  The 

experience and education of teachers impact their teaching effectiveness.  He believes 

that it depends who is a more effective teacher for the same reasons.   

 He disagrees that the class should be conducted all in Spanish and believes that it 

is useful to explain linguistic concepts in English.  He states that students cannot learn if 

they do not understand what is happening in class.  Blake disagrees that is important to 

learn about the culture of the target language.  He believes there should be separate 
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classes on culture.  He believes that both NS and NNS can be successful teachers of 

culture, however he also thinks that each group teaches it from a different perspective: 

NS are teaching it from an inside perspective and NNS are teaching more from a 

perspective of “this is how I’ve heard people do it.”  He believes NS are superior teachers 

of pronunciation and speaking, because of the fluency they possess.  He also believes 

students’ listening skills are developed more because of the rich input they receive from 

NS related to accent, grammar, vocabulary and colloquial expressions.  NS are also 

thought to be superior teachers of reading because they have been reading longer in 

Spanish.   

 Finally, he believes NNS are more effective teachers of grammar and writing 

from having gone through the process of learning Spanish in the same formal way 

including the process of learning to write in Spanish beginning with simple constructions 

and improving to more complex writing.   

 

Focus study student #12 Stacy: 

 The full transcript from Stacy’s interview is in Appendix L.  Stacy is from 

Arizona and is a junior at the University of Arizona.  She is between the ages of 18 and 

22.  Her major is Communications.  Stacy started learning Spanish in sixth-grade.  That 

was her first exposure to Spanish.  She continued to take Spanish in junior high school.  

According to Stacy the class only went over the basics and so she felt as if she were 

taking the same class every year.  Spanish is the only language she has studied.  Stacy 

does not believe she will continue studying Spanish after she completes the requirements 
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for her major, not because she does not like the language, she says in fact she is 

fascinated by aspects of the Spanish language, but she feels horrible at learning it.  She 

struggles and often is frustrated.  She categorizes her most difficult subjects as math and 

Spanish.   

 Stacy has had only NNS instructors, except for the NS instructor she had at the 

University of Arizona.  Stacy’s favorite language instructor is a NNS she had in high 

school.  She likes this instructor because she “had a good relationship with him and he 

took the teaching of the language seriously and understood the difficulty in learning it.”  

Her least favorite instructor is also a NNS she had in high school, because she was “a bad 

teacher in general.”  The grade Stacy received in the class does not appear to be an 

influence on how much she likes the teacher, because she received a C in each class.   

 Stacy noticed that it seemed more difficult for her NS instructor to teach the class 

than the NNS instructors she had.  The NS instructor taught from a different perspective 

and had a hard time understanding why the class was struggling with certain concepts.  

Stacy feels that NNS instructors are “more understanding of the difficulties in learning 

the language and they seem to have a better idea as to how to teach it in a way that the 

students will understand.”  This is why Stacy prefers her instructor to be a NS of English 

who then learned Spanish like her current instructor, Mary.  Stacy appreciates the fact 

that Mary shares her language learning experiences with the class and discloses to them 

that she was nervous to speak Spanish as a language learner.  Due to the fact that Mary 

shares her personal, emotional experiences with the class, Stacy feels Mary is an effective 
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teacher because she is able to relate to the process the students are going through and 

what they are experiencing emotionally. 

 Stacy sees strengths of NS and NNS instructors.  She believes NS are better 

teachers of pronunciation, reading, writing, culture, listening, and colloquial language 

use.  She feels that her pronunciation improved a lot during the one semester she had a 

NS instructor because of the model the instructor provided.  NS are superior teachers of 

culture, because they are from that culture.  She suggests that NNS go live in the target 

culture like Mary did and that they continue to have contact with NS of Spanish abroad 

and in the United States.  Her high school instructors were lacking in her opinion because 

they had not studied abroad or at least did not share these experiences with the class if 

they had lived abroad.  They focused on the language and did not include culture in their 

lessons.  NNS are viewed by Stacy to be superior teachers of grammar, speaking, and 

vocabulary.  One reason why they are better at grammar is because they do not have the 

tendency of NS to fall into slang.   

 As previously stated, Stacy sees NNS instructors as advantageous when teaching 

grammar and she stresses this as a significant advantage because of the importance often 

placed on grammar study in formal learning situations like at the University of Arizona.  

She compares a NS teaching her Spanish to her teaching English and states that would be 

arduous for her because as NS they do not realize the grammar that they use so 

effortlessly.  She acclaims that it is possible for a student to know all the culture, but 

receive a D in the class, supporting the position that understanding the target grammar is 
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key to earning a high grade.  Stacy further feels NNS are superior teachers of speaking 

and vocabulary.   

 Stacy supports the use of English in the classroom by the teacher, because when 

she gets lost in class she feels like she is not learning.  She prefers the instructor to use 

English when giving directions, explaining homework and teaching concepts to the 

students and then the students can practice the concepts with examples in Spanish as 

customary for beginning FL textbooks.  She wants the foundation to be laid in English 

and then conversational practice in Spanish to occur.   

 Stacy prefers NNS instructors because they understand the perspective from 

which she is learning Spanish and why she is having problems with certain grammatical 

concepts.  The NS instructor she had did not know how to help her with the errors she 

was making, because she did not understand why Stacy was making the errors.  She is 

pleased with Spanish class this semester, except for wanting more English to be spoken 

in class.  Stacy shares feelings of frustration with how the curriculum is designed because 

she says it is too cumbersome to learn the four language skills, plus culture and history all 

at the same time.  She suggests that they be separate courses.  

 Stacy has visited Mexico several times for short vacations.  She currently goes to 

Rocky Point about once a year.  She is not interested in living in a Spanish-speaking 

country.  She watches television in Spanish occasionally.  Stacy lists her ideal Spanish 

teacher as a NNS who lived in the target culture for a period of time.  Her ideal teacher 

would explain the lesson in English and then conduct conversations in Spanish and also 

be understanding of the difficulties involved in learning a FL.   
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Discussion of Data from Focus Study Participants’ in Mary’s Class: 

 All four participants believe NNS are better teachers of grammar for such reasons 

as a high level of metalinguistic awareness (Mary) and because they learned the language 

in a formal way (Jamie) as opposed to a naturalistic way, thus reflecting the same 

experience as the students.  This belief was expressed by numerous focus study 

participants such as Hector, Nick, Lisa, Joe, and Jess.  Mary and Blake, like Joe, Hector, 

and Nick, believe grammar study is important to create a strong foundation for the 

learners’ SLA.  Jamie believes NNS are better teachers of writing, because they learned 

Spanish in a formal way, agreeing with Joe, Connie, and Jess.  Mary believes NNS are 

better teachers of reading and listening because they know strategies to teach the 

students, whereas Jamie, Blake, and Stacy believe NS are better teachers of these areas.  

NS are thought to be superior instructors of pronunciation by all the focus studies 

primarily because of the model they provide.  Mary believes NS also attend to 

pronunciation improvement more than NNS instructors.  Stacy and Mary believe NS can 

better teach writing because of their knowledge of stylistic conventions.  This goes 

against the belief of Joe, Connie, and Jess.   

 Mary, Jamie, Blake, and Stacy believe NS teach colloquial expressions more 

efficiently because of a greater repertoire, agreeing with Hector and Annie.  A general 

belief that NS are better teachers of culture surfaces through the focus study data.  Mary 

reports even feeling like a fraud when she teaches the target culture.  Blake deviates from 

this belief and states that both NS and NNS are efficient teachers of culture, but they 

approach this task from different perspectives.  Mary, Jamie, and Blake believe NS are 
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better teachers of vocabulary again because of their expansive lexicon, supporting Connie 

and Jess. On the other hand, Stacy agrees with Joe that NNS are better teachers of 

vocabulary because of a higher level of awareness of potential areas of difficulty.          

 Mary, Blake, and Stacy believe English has a role in the classroom, supporting the 

position of other participants such as Sam, Eric, Sadie, Hector, Lisa, and Annie.  Blake 

says if no English is used it is possible for him to get lost and then he will not be able to 

learn.  Jamie feels strongly, agreeing with Olivia and Nick, that no English should be 

used in the FL classroom. Jamie supports the position that the more the instructors use the 

FL, the more the students will learn (Krashen, 1982).  Mary and Blake appreciate cross-

linguistic comparisons between Spanish and English like Stacy.     

 The shared experience of the NNS with the students was again asserted by Mary 

and Stacy.  Interestingly, the NS instructor focus studies prefer NS and the NNS 

instructor focus studies prefer NNS.  Mary and Blake stress that instructors must focus on 

the progress of students and vary the activities used in class, supporting the position of 

Hector, Lisa, Annie, Sam, Eric, and Sadie.  Jamie agrees with Eric that NS are better 

because they have higher expectations of the students and allow less English in the class.  

Meaningful use of the language was stressed by Mary, as by Nick, and the participants 

want to be taught more than textbook knowledge.    

  

“Portrait” of Mary’s Class: 

 I observed Mary’s class at two points in the semester.  To begin the first 

observation she greets the class and then dives into a discussion of a movie they are 
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watching, ‘El mariachi.’  She asks them who the director is, as well as five other 

characters in the movies.  She writes the names on the board.  Everything is in Spanish.  

The students discuss these characters in groups for a few minutes.  Students are on-task 

and are speaking in Spanish and English.  After this initial discussion they continue 

watching the movie.  She covers up the English subtitles with a strip of paper.  She stops 

the movie after crucial points to discuss what happened.  She writes her questions on the 

board.  She incorporates grammar practice too, which is an effective strategy combining 

grammar, culture and listening practice.  A student asks a question in English about who 

one of the characters is.  She answers this student in Spanish.  Mary then writes part of 

the dialogue on the board to make sure they understand.  She then has the students watch 

the scene again.  She continues to stop the movie frequently and ask questions.  The 

students enjoy the activity and are eager to learn what happens next in the movie.   

 At one point Mary distributes a cloze activity of the words of a song in the movie.  

The students complete this activity and then Mary goes over the answers, writing them on 

the board and checking the students’ comprehension of the lyrics to the song.  They 

continue watching the movie for around five minutes before stopping to complete two 

grammatical exercises in groups.  The first activity concerns the preterit and imperfect 

and the second requires the students to complete a paragraph with “por” or “para.”  The 

content of the paragraphs of the two activities is taken from the movie.  These activities 

are corrected before the class moves on. 

 The second observation begins with Mary writing the plan for the day on the 

board in Spanish.  She also discusses in Spanish how much she learned about the 
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students’ opinions from their journals.  She asks if there are questions and then continues 

with the grammar lesson of the day.  She writes the various possessive adjectives on the 

board “mi/mis/mío/míos/mine” for instance.  She includes descriptions in English too on 

the board such as, “agree with the thing possessed, not with the person/thing that 

possesses it.”  Next the students do an activity in pairs requiring them to fill in the 

appropriate possessive adjective in a paragraph.  The paragraph is displayed using the 

overhead projector.  The students copy the paragraph onto their own paper.  The students 

are writing and discussing the correct answers in Spanish and English.  After the students 

are finished she asks for volunteers to give the answers and puts up an overhead with the 

correct answers.  

 The class then moves on to practice the verb “gustar.”  She tells them to write two 

things they like.  They practice with this construction.  A student asks in English how to 

say, “She likes me.”  Mary willingly answers this question.  Another student is curious 

about the “le” used with “gustar” constructions and the reflexive “se.”  Mary also 

answers this question.  The students continue to practice forming sentences using the verb 

“gustar” and the class discusses other verbs that are conjugated in the same way.  The 

class is then over and Mary dismisses them. 

 

Student group interviews 

 There were two student group interviews because there were too many 

participants for one group interview.  Two of the eleven students declined to participate 

in the group interview.  Five students participated in the first group interview and four 
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took part in the second.  The student group interviews lasted a little over an hour and 

were conducted lastly in the investigation, or rather after the questionnaires had been 

completed; the individual interviews had been held; and the classes had been observed.  

Similar to the individual interviews, previous questions were formed by me as initial 

points (see Appendices F and G) to begin the discussion in both the student and instructor 

group interviews.  These questions related to the students’ experiences learning languages 

including the teachers they have had.  Continuing with the goals of my investigation, I 

hoped to better understand how these students construct their belief systems about who 

their ideal language teacher is.  Due to the fact that beliefs are difficult to investigate 

quantitatively, the rich qualitative is provided to help provide more description of the 

participants’ beliefs and why they believe the ways they do.  The backgrounds of the 

participants are described in detail in order to give a more complete picture of who these 

participants actually are.    

The interviews were left open; I asked them to please view our encounter as more 

of a discussion and less of a formal interview.  An advantage of a group interview is the 

interaction between participants for instance to ask questions to each other, or to support 

another participant’s position through a similar experience or opinion, or even to disagree 

with a participant.  A risk of a group interview concerns the tendency for certain 

participants to dominate the discussion, because of personality differences.  Furthermore, 

a practical challenge comes into play for the investigator, related to transcription.  This 

was not a problem for the instructor group interview, but it did prove to be a factor in the 
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student group interviews.  Themes and topics that arose during the discussion are now 

discussed. 

 

Student group interview #1 

 Five students participated in the first group interview.  The students expressed 

varying beliefs about language instructors.  One of the students prefers NNS instructors 

because they went through the process of learning Spanish and thus will be able to relate 

to him.  Three of the students suggest that NNS are superior teachers of grammar because 

they can explain the differences between English and Spanish.  Three of the students 

prefer to be in NS classes because the language model they are being provided is more 

natural and authentic, and because NS have spoken the target language their entire lives.  

One of the three students admitted that he can be skeptical of NNS instructors and 

questions their abilities in the target language.  He shares a suggestion he has heard that 

people only read and write poetry in their L1.  He uses this as evidence that there is 

something truly unique and special about a person’s L1.   

The students declare that NS instructors include colloquial expressions and greet 

the students how the students would be greeted if they were in the target culture.  The NS 

teach the language as it is really used.  The NS instructors may also be able to relate to 

the students because they went through the experience of learning English.  NS are 

viewed as more fun because in the students’ experiences they dance and sing more and 

move around the classroom constantly.  One student said her NS instructors have been 

more relaxed in the sense that they just want to see that the students are learning and 
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progressing, but they are not so quick to mark things wrong and then grade the students 

down for the error.  The factor of personality was brought up by one student as 

significant in shaping a classroom’s environment.  The other students strongly agreed.   

 All the participants agree that NS instructors are better at teaching culture because 

they have the inside perspective.  One participant shares how his instructor’s face lights 

up when he talks about Mexico because it so dear to him.  Culture is part of your identity 

and extremely personal.  NNS cannot gain this inside, personal perspective through only 

going to the culture for a short time.  One student also believes NS to be better 

vocabulary teachers because their lexicon is more extensive.  NS are also viewed by three 

students as beneficial to pronunciation instruction, because they provide a model for the 

students to strive to reach.  Two of the students think it sounds awkward when students 

try to speak with too much of a NS accent in Spanish. 

 There was a difference of opinion concerning the use of slang in the classroom.  

Two students believe it should be used and taught because that is how people naturally 

speak, whereas two other students believe classroom language should be formal and 

grammatically correct. 

 Regarding their ideal language instructor one student wants a teacher to focus on 

the language, meaning the grammar and vocabulary, because he really wants to learn 

Spanish.  Another student wants no English in the classroom at all and does not like the 

strategy of translation to help the students understand.  He recommends the use of 

drawing and gesturing to enable the students to learn the meaning of unknown words.    

Two of the participants disagree and proclaim that English should be used in the 
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classroom for specific purposes such as to clarify homework.  Their ideal language 

instructor is patient, understanding and encouraging.  The participants recommend that 

instructors focus on the progress they are making instead of how much they still have to 

learn.     

 

Student group interview #2 

 The second group interview involved four students, all female.  Two students did 

not show up for the group interview.  Beliefs about the ideal language instructor emerged 

in the interview.  The students hope to have an instructor that appears excited to be 

teaching and enthusiastic about the Spanish language and culture.  Three students desire a 

teacher who is patient and understanding of their difficulties.  The fourth student agrees 

with this, but stresses that she does not want a teacher who is too lenient, but rather has 

high expectations for the students.  This student has a high level of motivation to learn 

the language and is also going to complete a minor in Spanish.  Three students prefer a 

teacher who first presents a concept in Spanish and then clarifies confusion in English.  

The motivated student prefers no English in class.  Additional characteristics of the ideal 

Spanish teacher are an instructor who uses a variety of activities, specifically fun 

activities that make the students learn without realizing they are learning.  The students 

also want an instructor to be positive about their learning and acknowledge the progress 

they are making.  This theme emerged in the first student group interview also.  One 

student feels that NS are more concerned about the holistic use of Spanish and do not 

break the language into the basics, whereas NNS focus on discrete items of language use.  
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She states that NS may still correct the student’s speech, but the importance is placed on 

the overall use of the language.  As in the other interview, the factor of personality was 

discussed.  Thus, teacher differences cannot be attributed merely to being NS or NNS, 

but also differences in personality.   

 Factors that have led to the construction of the students’ belief systems about the 

ideal language instructor according to them include their past language learning 

experiences, their motivation, and their willingness to take risks learning the language.  

One student hypothesizes that students with a more risk-taking personality prefer NS 

instructors.  

 The students feel both NS and NNS can be effective teachers of culture, requiring 

the NNS to have lived in the target cultures.  They recommend teachers bring in movies, 

songs, and soap opera excerpts, so the students are exposed to authentic materials.  This 

will also help them hear different accents, facilitate their development of more native-like 

pronunciation, and develop their listening ability.  The students agree that NNS 

instructors are likely more compassionate because of the shared experience with the 

students.  Two students believe NS are more fun based on their own language learning 

experiences.  One student hypothesized that because the language is more natural to them 

than to the NNS they can “loosen up” more when teaching.  The students agree that NNS 

are likely better at teaching grammar.   

 All the students agree that it is helpful for NS to know English and it is honestly 

hard for them to imagine learning a language from an instructor who does not know 

English.  One student emphasizes the importance for NNS instructors to have reached a 
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high level of proficiency in Spanish.  One student expresses the feeling that some tasks 

such as explaining the course requirements should be in English, because she must 

understand that information in order to perform well in the class and get a good grade.  

An additional student states that if she gets too lost in class it is hard to recover and catch 

back up with the class, causing her not to learn anything. 

 The student with the high level of motivation has a different perspective and feels 

that complete immersion in the language can cause people to learn quickly.  She uses the 

example of an exchange student her family had and how quickly this student learned 

words and expressions in English.  She does acknowledge that immersion may only work 

for certain students, for instance with a high level of motivation like herself.  She feels 

that she needs to go live in the target culture to truly improve, or she is going to stay at 

the plateau she is currently at regarding her proficiency in Spanish.  She asserts that 

without going to live in the culture, a student will not develop a high level of spoken 

fluency, although they may have a high level of metalinguistic awareness.  She believes 

that she will be more motivated to speak Spanish when she goes to Mexico as opposed to 

in her class at the University of Arizona, because the language is being used in a 

meaningful, authentic way in the target culture. 

 The students provide suggestions for NS instructors.  First, they should learn 

English and then use this experience to understand what their students are going through 

and be sensitive to the struggles of the students.  They should understand the concepts 

that are especially challenging for students, for instance concepts that do not exist in 

English.  The students recommend that NNS instructors on the other hand have a high 
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level of Spanish proficiency, have visited Spanish-speaking countries, and stay up-to-date 

with colloquial expressions.  All teachers can be successful according to the participants 

if they are passionate and knowledgeable about the Spanish language, Latin culture, and 

pedagogy.  To motivate the students, the participants suggest instructors showing the 

value of knowing FLs and use other countries as examples, for instance in Europe, where 

people know multiple languages.  This will also get the students to break out of the 

perspective of their own culture and can show them how cultural knowledge can help 

understand topics such as political issues.    

  

Instructor group interview 

 A focus interview was held in which all four instructor focus studies took part.  

The interview lasted a little over an hour.  The purpose of the instructor group interview, 

like the student group interview, was to use the information gathered about these 

instructors through the individual interviews, observations, and questionnaires as a basis 

to then uncover more about the instructors’ beliefs related to teaching and learning FLs, 

specifically Spanish in Tucson, as well as their beliefs concerning NS and NNS 

instructors.  The complete transcription for the instructor group interview can be read in 

Appendix L.    

 I began the interview by greeting all of the participants and thanking them again 

for their participation, as well as giving them burritos I had purchased for them.  I will 

discuss the interview through outlining prevalent themes.  The first question I posed was 

“What characteristics should language teachers possess?”  Mary stated that language 
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teachers must know how to explain grammar, because that is what the students are 

expecting when they come to a language class.  Hector continued that language 

instructors must be enthusiastic and have a love of teaching, and keep the class 

entertained.  Mary firmly declared that she believes that instructors should not cold call 

on students, because that puts them on the spot and they can have a tough time answering 

the question.  Mary suggests that instructors include a lot of pair and group work, so they 

have an opportunity to use the language with little pressure.  Joe agrees with Hector and 

describes the energy of successful language teachers.  Joe also asserts that good language 

teachers have to perceive the needs of their students, most obviously by the students’ 

expressions.    

I next ask them how being a NS or NNS can influence an instructor’s teaching.  

Mary believes that NNS spend more time on grammar.  Joe suggests this as a possible 

research topic.  He further states that although there is nothing inherent about being a NS 

or NNS that will influence an instructor, he has seen general patterns of the strategies 

used by NS and NNS instructors with some of the strategies being more effective than 

others.  He hypothesizes that there will be more use of the target language in a NS 

classroom.  He also states that he is not saying that this is good or bad, because he does 

feel that the L1 has a place in the FL classroom.  Joe and Mary agree that NS will have a 

harder time teaching grammar because of the natural way they learned the language, thus 

they will not have the metalinguistic awareness of the L1.   

 The issue of the use of English and the target language arose in the discussion.  

Joe believes NNS use more English in the classroom because Spanish is their L2.  Hector 
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feels this depends on the teacher.  Joe wants to know what percentage of the class the 

focus study instructors use Spanish.  Hector states that he uses Spanish around 80-85% of 

the time.  Olivia says that she uses Spanish 95% of the time in class.  She only uses 

English for very specific clarifications when the class is completely lost, or with certain 

housekeeping items.  The division of Spanish and English in Joe’s class depends greatly 

on the day’s lesson.  He says that he does not use English everyday in class.  When he 

does speak in English it is principally for housekeeping and grammar instruction, 

although 90-95% of his grammar instructor is in English.  He also uses English for jokes 

and expressions because the students are not at a level at which they can understand the 

joke in Spanish.  Olivia says that using the L1 as a way to bond with the students can be 

effective.  For instance, she has a friend from Mexico, who states that one of her fondest 

memories of her English instructor was the fact that the teacher used Spanish with the 

class for jokes and to become closer with the class.   

Hector proclaims that instructors could use Spanish 100% of the time if all the 

students were at the same level.  When a teacher can see that the students are lost because 

of their expressions, the teacher has to do whatever possible to help these students 

understand because that is the function of the teacher, even if the teacher has to repeat 

items in English.  In his opinion it is not fruitful to only speak Spanish, if English could 

also be used in a way to help the students follow in class.  The three other instructors 

agree with his stance and bring up the feelings of frustration experienced by the students 

when they are lost because they do not understand.  Hector states that once they get lost it 

only gets worse and worse.  Hector continues discussing the extreme variability between 

 



 

232

students in language classrooms and what a challenge this presents the instructor.  He 

strongly declares that the instructor must consider everyone in the class and not teach to 

the few top students who are excelling.    

In the discussion of NS and NNS instructors, the issue of who has more 

compassion for their students and who is more fun arises.  Olivia states that she can see 

why NNS would be more compassionate with their students because they too have gone 

through this same learning process.  Because of this, the instructors know what points 

will be difficult.  On the other hand, NS do not know what this process is like.  However, 

she feels that NS could be viewed as more fun in class because they can use the language 

in more ways than the NNS can most likely.  Also, the NS may have more access to 

resources like music and movies.   

An interesting line of discussion arose concerning the fact that instead of seeing 

NS as more fun, perhaps there is a fascination with the exotic.  Olivia first mentioned this 

possibility, and then Mary and Joe agreed.  Mary asserted that the students could come 

into class expecting to see the Spanish speaker use more gestures, more body language, 

and to move around the classroom more.  Joe agrees and relates it to if he were learning 

Japanese in the United States.  He would perceive a NS from Japan as more interesting 

than an instructor from the United States who learned Japanese.  To corroborate this point 

of view, Olivia states that one semester she asked her class if they would prefer to 

interview a male friend of hers from Mexico, or a man from the United States who 

learned Spanish and lived in Mexico.  The class selected the man from Mexico to 

interview because of the unknown, exciting cultural aspect the man from Mexico brings.      
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Related to the previous issue of high student variability related to their FL 

proficiency, the important factor of student motivation to learn the language emerges.  

The instructors state that most students who are in the lower level language classes are 

there because of the FL requirement of the university and are not motivated to become 

proficient in the language.  Joe passes on a piece of advice from a former professor to 

never fail a student on the first test, because then the student feels like a failure at the 

language and motivation to learn the language lowers.  Joe also contends that Jarvis states 

that language learning gives students a chance to be successful.  For instance, a student 

who has performed at a lower academic level than his friends now has the opportunity to 

be in a situation in which he/she can excel.  Hector opines that motivating the students is 

part of the close relationship that must develop between the student and teacher.  He feels 

that the exams administered in class should be for the students to show that they are 

improving their skills in the FL as opposed to show what they did not learn.  A discussion 

ensues for a few minutes about an inconsistency between the exams administered by the 

department and the goals established in the syllabus to develop communicative 

competence in the students.   

I ask the instructors their suggestions to increase student motivation because it is a 

significant predictor of language learning success.  Mary uses herself as an example with 

her class. She discuss her experiences as a language student with her class including how 

hard it was for her because she was petrified to speak, but she kept learning and trying 

and eventually was successful.  Hector also uses himself as an example with his class 

through his experiences learning English.  He tells them that he makes mistakes in 

 



 

234

English, but that making mistakes is not bad and that as language learners they should not 

be fearful of making mistakes.  Hector states that the teacher cannot be viewed as “the 

commander of the class,” but rather a learner with whom the students can identify. 

Mary shares a positive teaching experience with the group related to increasing 

student motivation.  Last semester she taught her students the strategy of circumlocution.  

After that lesson one student told her he did not know he could do that and after that 

lesson he was speaking a lot more in class.  Mary states that was an empowering 

experience for that student.   

In the interview I disclose to the instructors that on the questionnaire two out of 

the four NNS instructors prefer NS instructors and two prefer NNS instructors, but all 

four of the NS instructors prefer NS instructors.  Moreover, the two NNS participating in 

the group interview, Joe and Mary, prefer NNS and the two NS, Hector and Olivia prefer 

NS.  I ask them their ideas about this preference.  Olivia says that at the beginning levels 

NNS instructors would be okay with her because they could predict her difficulties, but 

for the more advanced levels she would prefer NS instructors.  She acknowledges that 

other factors such as their preparation as a teacher and the pedagogical approaches they 

use are significant for them to be successful teachers.  Mary prefers NNS instructors, 

because she views them as role models, encouraging her as a language learner. 

I ask the instructors what they think are some of the factors that influence 

students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors.  Joe states that students generalize from 

past experiences.  He continues that the preparedness of a teacher influences how he/she 

is perceived by the class.  For example, if a student has had a fabulous, well-prepared 
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teacher from El Salvador, and then had a NNS teacher who did not know a lot and was 

not very prepared, the student may from that experience prefer NS instructors.  Joe says 

that he has heard several students complain that NS set too high of expectations.  For 

instance, that the instructor should be able to teach a linguistic concept one time and then 

the students have learned it.  One clear thing in the NNS instructor’s mind is that 

“repetition is the law of learning” according to Joe.  Mary brings up the fact that NS 

teaching here have gone through the process of learning English.  Olivia says that may 

not be helpful though because they are different languages.  She does not compare her 

language learning experiences to those of her students.  However, Hector says he does 

compare his students learning Spanish to when he learned English.  He works to motivate 

his students, because his high level of motivation is the reason why he learned English. 

I bring up the issue of NS bias in the TESOL profession, specifically NS from the 

inner circle.  I ask them if a bias exists in the FL profession.  Olivia states that this bias in 

TESOL for the inner circle is clearly political; however, the problem is that English is no 

longer just the property of these inner city circles, but rather it is an international 

language.  Thus, Indian English must be acknowledged as Indian English and not 

compared to American English.  She would not go teach English in India, because she 

could not teach the language variety they need.  Olivia asserts that there is a true bias; it 

is about money and is almost racist.  She provides the example of the Volkswagen factory 

in Puebla, Mexico where the Mexican employees need to speak with their German boss.  

The lingua franca is English, but it has nothing to do with countries such as the United 

States, Great Britain, or Canada, but rather the employees need to have the appropriate 
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language to speak English with their boss.  They could learn this register from a NS or 

NNS instructor.  This cannot be transferred to the teaching of Spanish though because 

Spanish is not a dominate language.  Thus, although NS of Spanish still have a degree of 

territoriality over Spanish, it is different, because of the difference between the roles of 

Spanish and English worldwide.  Joe brings up the diversity of ESL classrooms in the 

United States as a possible reason for the NS bias, as well as practical hiring problems.  

Administering the OPI to all potential NNS instructors would be costly, thus a person’s 

L1 ensures language ability even if not teaching ability. 

Hector prefers NS because as a student he feels they speak the best language and 

that is what he strives to learn and approximate, especially related to their accent.  Mary 

does not feel that the NS accent is an advantage especially at the early levels because the 

students will not attain an accent anywhere near the native accent for at least the first two 

years.  So, theoretically Mary does not think having a NS instructor is important just 

because a better language model is provided.  Hector and Olivia feel that the accent a NS 

provides is beneficial.  Hector believes students must work hard to approximate the NS 

pronunciation model.  Olivia also appreciates the pronunciation model provided by a NS 

instructor.  When she was studying French she had a NNS, and although she really liked 

this teacher, she states that she was appalled by her Mexican accent in French and 

appreciated hearing the native accent when she got a NS instructor in the second year of 

study. 

In conclusion, various ideas emerged related to the teaching of languages for 

instance regarding the characteristics of good language teachers; differences between NS 
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and NNS instructors; variability between students; and the factor of motivation.  The 

discussion was lively and informative.  Differing beliefs surfaced between the instructors.  

Mary and Olivia dislike the grammatical focus of the exams and feel there are better 

ways to support the students’ learning of Spanish, whereas Hector views the exams as a 

positive component of the students’ language study.  Hector further feels that the exams 

are fair and the students will perform well on the exams if they are putting in sufficient 

time outside of class studying Spanish, around two hours per hour spent in class, as stated 

on the syllabus.        

 

Synthesis of data 

 A mountain of data was collected about the students’ and instructors’ beliefs 

about learning and teaching languages; about who is the ideal language teacher; 

differences between NS and NNS instructors; as well as other issues that arose 

throughout the investigation.  Through analysis of the data principal themes emerged.  

These findings will be summarized now and explored in my detail in the next chapter.  

Quantitative and qualitative data will be used to support the principal findings.   

Graph 9 demonstrates that the majority of students (62%) believe it depends who 

is a better teacher.  Thus, students are discriminating pedagogical ability from linguistic 

background.  This is significant, because what most students are concerned with is having 

an effective teacher who is responsive to their needs and they feel either NS or NNS are 

capable of doing this.  Thus, promising evidence surfaces that we are moving beyond the 

NS/NNS divide to paying more attention to qualifications, characteristics and techniques 
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of teachers.  Students are not uncritically accepting one group.  It is more insightful to 

look at their language learning beliefs about what they want.  For example, an 

overwhelming majority (90%) believe grammar is important to study and (82%) 

colloquial expressions are important to learn.  This is important information for 

instructors to know.  Of the students with a belief regarding teacher superiority, the 

division is nearly equal, with NS being thought to be superior to a slightly higher margin 

(19% to 18%).      

The majority of students (52%) also proclaim that it depends who they prefer to 

have as their language teacher.  This again is significant because we can now focus our 

attention on assuring the presence of certain characteristics in teachers and not give so 

much time to the issue of the language background of the instructor.  Of the students with 

a preference, NNS are preferred over NS instructors (29% to 19%).  NNS teachers are 

preferred largely because they can relate to the process the students are going through.  It 

is important to stress that NS are believed to be superior instructors of seven of the nine 

areas of language study listed on the questionnaire, namely, pronunciation, speaking, 

reading, listening, colloquial language, culture, and vocabulary; and NNS are thought to 

be better teachers of writing and grammar.  Reasons for this division will be discussed in 

Chapter Five.  These findings support the data collected from the preliminary pilot study 

and pilot study.   

Finally, there are differences in the language learning beliefs of students who 

believe NS are better and those who believe NNS are better.  For instance, a higher 

percentage of students who believe NS are better teachers agree that it is important to 
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develop a native-like accent (83%) than students who believe NNS are better teachers 

(60%).  These language learning beliefs have implications for teachers, students, and 

teacher development.   

As well as implications for teachers, students, and teacher development, 

implications for FL programs and future studies will also be presented in the next 

chapter.  Implications for teachers includes the need to assess students’ beliefs and then 

take action if needed to help students understand why they choose certain teaching 

strategies, or why they conduct the class as they do.  Implications for FL programs 

include the possibility of team-teaching between NS and NNS instructors playing on the 

strengths of NS and NNS.  Implications for teacher development involve the necessity for 

instructors to practice giving metalinguistic explanations, since we know the students 

believe grammar is important to their SLA.  Lastly, implications for future studies 

include exploring if the students’ beliefs are accurate, or rather, if what they believe to be 

happening in the FL classroom is actually what is happening related to aspects such as 

differences between NS and NNS instructors in their teaching behavior (i.e. use of 

English in the classroom).  The next chapter discusses these findings in depth building on 

the quantitative and qualitative data presented in this chapter.       
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The purpose of this study is to learn about the belief systems held by American 

college students of Spanish concerning NS and NNS FL instructors.  These beliefs 

include whether NS or NNS are superior teachers, as well as student preferences for FL 

instructors.  The investigation also explores students’ beliefs about areas of language 

learning in general.  Principal findings are discussed in this chapter along with their 

implications. 

 

This investigation poses the following questions: 

     1) Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona believe NS or  

 NNS are better Spanish instructors in general and of specific areas of  

  language study10?  Why? 

2)  Do students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona prefer to be taught  

 by NS or NNS of the target language?  Why? 

3)         Are there differences in students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors based  

   on their choice of becoming a Spanish major or minor? 

4)         Are there differences in students’ preferences for NS or NNS instructors based 

            on their interest to live in a Spanish-speaking country? 

 

                                                 
10 The specific areas of language study being addressed include the teaching of pronunciation, grammar, 
speaking ability, writing, reading, ability to understand spoken language, colloquial language usage, 
cultural knowledge, and vocabulary. 
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5) Are there differences in the language learning beliefs11 of students based on   

      whether they believe NS or NNS are better teachers, or that it depends on other  

      factors?  

 6)     Are student beliefs towards NS/NNS instructors similar to those of their  

          instructors? 

 

 A substantial amount of data was collected in this study.  The data were collected 

with the help of a questionnaire administered to students of eight undergraduate Spanish 

classes (N=154) and their instructors (N=8).  Individual and group interviews involving 

eleven student focus studies and four instructor focus studies were also conducted.  

Additional descriptive data were collected through observations of the four classes at two 

points in the semester.  Salient findings are supported by both quantitative and qualitative 

data.  Literature from Chapter Two will be used to show how the findings of this study 

support past research and add to the body of knowledge concerning student beliefs about 

NS and NNS instructors and language learning in general.  Lastly, I will discuss 

implications of the findings of this study for students, instructors, teacher development, 

students, FL programs and future studies.  Limitations of the study are also given.   

 The area of belief systems is an important area of investigation, because as 

previously discussed; beliefs about language learning are significant in the development 

of attitudes (Little & Singleton, 1990), which in turn influence motivation.  The current 

                                                 
11 The beliefs relate to the importance of: developing a native-like accent, learning about the target culture 
in class, learning the grammar of the target language and learning colloquial expressions. 
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investigation draws on past studies such as Wenden (1987), which looked at 25 American 

university students’ beliefs.  Medgyes (1994) used a questionnaire to gather data from NS 

and NNS instructors about characteristics and beliefs of each group.  Thus, the present 

study uses previous studies as a basis, but then expands upon them by collecting data 

through questionnaires, individual interviews, group interviews, and classroom 

observations.   

 

Findings 

1) Qualifications other than L1 of instructor are most important: 

 The majority of students (62%) believe that the qualifications of teachers and the 

quality of teaching are what make an instructor successful and therefore they cannot 

generalize that NS or NNS are superior instructors overall.  Students are not uncritically 

accepting one type of instructor, helping us move past a division of teachers based on 

their language background only.  They see a difference between linguistic and 

pedagogical behavior, implying that attention should be directed to the abilities and 

qualifications of individual instructors, rather than their label as either a NS or NNS.  

Adopting this perspective can help capitalize on the strengths of all teachers.  Instead of 

indiscriminately accepting one group of instructor, students have beliefs about what 

should be included in FL classrooms, and how their SLA will best be supported.  The 

quantitative and qualitative data demonstrate that students believe that language learning 

is multi-faceted including grammar study, vocabulary study, communicative practice of 
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the language, study of colloquial expressions, and learning about the target culture.  

These different areas will be described subsequently.   

 Students (90%) and instructors (100%) alike expressed the belief that it is 

important to study grammar because it is critical to the students’ language acquisition, 

supporting the position of various scholars (Schulz 2001; Doughty, 1991; Long, 1994).    

The five point Likert scale used to assess participants’ beliefs on the questionnaire was 

collapsed to form three categories.  I combined agree with strongly agree, as well as 

disagree with strongly disagree.   

 It is important for teachers to know that the vast majority (90%) of students 

expect grammar in the classroom and believe it to be essential to their SLA success.  This 

supports Schulz (2001), who also provided evidence that students believe it is important 

to study grammar.  Her student participants included Columbian students in Columbia 

studying a FL, and American students learning a FL.  A strong majority of each group 

(82% for Columbian students and 80% for American students) believed that “formal 

study of grammar is essential to eventual mastery of a foreign language.”  However, 

unlike my study, in which all instructors agreed that grammar study is important to SLA, 

less agreement between Columbian and American instructors surfaced, with a little over 

half (59%) of the Columbian instructors and almost two-thirds (64%) of the American 

instructors agreeing with the previous statement related to mastery of a FL.  However, it 

must be noted that the number of instructor participants (N=8) in my study was greatly 

smaller than the number of instructors (Columbian instructors N=121; American 

instructors N=92) in Schulz (2001).  Again, I assert that understanding students’ beliefs is 
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significant pedagogically because, as Schulz stated (p. 245) “FL educators need to keep 

these beliefs or perceptions in mind when planning classroom activities, given that 

teaching activities need to be perceived in the learners’ minds as conducive to learning.”   

 Interview and questionnaire data emerged suggesting that students believe that 

grammar study and communicative practice in the target language are mutually 

supportive.  For instance, Jamie told me “Although grammar practice is important and 

necessary especially at the beginning of levels, if we don’t actually practice using the 

language and hear appropriate language, that’s all we will have.”  Throughout the 

questionnaires and interviews, the issue of learning informal, colloquial expressions 

surfaced.  A strong majority (82%) of the students believe that colloquial language study 

should be included in their FL study.  This belief is held by all eight instructors.  

Interestingly, not one student believes that colloquial expressions are unimportant.  In the 

individual and group interviews students stressed that they want to learn how to speak 

Spanish in a way that prepares them to speak with NS.  Accordingly, they believe that 

they need to, as well as want to, learn more than what is present in their textbook, both in 

terms of the cultural and linguistic content.   

 Less than half (41%) of the students believe the language class should be 

conducted entirely in Spanish and almost two-thirds (64%) prefer English to be used in 

class for tasks such as grammatical explanations and giving directions.  Overall, students 

believe that it facilitates SLA to have a Spanish instructor who knows English, because it 

can be used effectively in cross-linguistic comparisons between Spanish and English or in 

translations for instance.  The students’ L1 is one variable that constructs their identity, 
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thus sociocultural theories support its use as a resource in SLA (Van Lier, 1994; 

Rampton, 1995).  However, students repeatedly disclosed to me that FL teachers who 

over rely on English do not help their students’ SLA, supporting the position that input in 

the target language is critical (Krashen, 1982).  Thus, the target language should be used 

extensively in class and then English can be used as a resource in specific contexts, such 

as in the explanation of difficult concepts, especially at beginning levels of language 

study.   

 In my observations NNS used less English in the classroom, although they did not 

criticize students for using English.  Instructors simply restated in Spanish what the 

students said.  Hector used the most English, frequently using translation as a technique 

to assure comprehension of the history pages being read.  Olivia used English primarily 

for explaining class assignments and giving directions for classroom activities.  Joe 

translated the directions for an activity to his class when confusion arose.  Mary used 

very little English, only a few words in each class.   

Jamie believes the class should be conducted entirely in Spanish because the more 

target language input the students receive, the more they will learn agreeing with 

Krashen.  As for the instructor focus studies, Hector and Olivia also feel that conducting 

class entirely in Spanish is the ideal, although they add that it is very challenging not to 

use English.  Tarnopolsky (2000), Auerbach (1993), Levine (2004), and Medgyes (1994) 

supported the position that using the students’ L1 can be an effective teaching strategy.  

Auerbach purports that a “target language only” approach, such as an “English only” 

approach in an ESL classroom, can be more harmful to students than allowing restricted 
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use of the L1.  The student focus studies, Stacy and Jess, expressed this belief in my 

study stating that it is impossible for them to learn when they are lost in class, and 

support using English in class to help assure that they understand the material and the 

tasks to be completed either in class or as homework.  Stacy demonstrated a stronger 

desire than the other students to have more English in class.  In her interview she 

described a preference for a bilingual approach wherein the instructor shifts between the 

two languages.  She wants instruction primarily to occur in English followed by practice 

in Spanish.  She compared the approach she prefers to that of Spanish textbooks.  The 

grammatical points are explained in English and then practice exercises follow.    

Levine (2004) stated (p. 111) “In recent years, a monolingual approach to L2 

instruction has been brought into question from different perspectives and with varying 

degrees of vehemence.”  He asserted that the classroom should be viewed as a 

multilingual environment and codeswitching, or code choice, can help students’ SLA.  

He warned that it is not necessarily the case that all instances of codeswitching will 

enrich student SLA, therefore protocol related to codeswitching must be established by 

the teacher.  In order for codeswitching to most effectively help student SLA, the use of 

the L1 and FL together must be (p. 113): “1) a communicative practice accepted as 

socially and pedagogically valuable by instructor and students, and 2) managed in such a 

way as to limit or mark L1 use in acceptable ways.”   

Amongst the current students differing beliefs are evident regarding the role of the 

L1 in the FL classroom, because a significant number (41%) of students believe that the 

class should be conducted entirely in Spanish, supporting the position that L1 use in the 
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classroom should be marked as interfering with SLA.  However, an even larger number 

(64%) of students want English to be used in the classroom restrictively.   It is apparent 

that there are students with both beliefs, or rather, who want class to be nearly all in 

Spanish, but they do believe that English is advantageous for specific functions such as 

homework explanations.  A number of students asserted that if they have a NS instructor, 

they prefer him/her to speak English, because the expectation to communicate with the 

instructor purely in the target language can be a daunting task, especially at the initial 

stages of SLA.  These findings provide implications for instructors and students because 

if a student views L1 use as hindering SLA, and if the instructor views the L1 as a 

productive teaching tool, the teacher must explain his/her rationale to the student for 

using or allowing English in the classroom, otherwise the student will perceive this action 

as detrimental to his/her SLA success. 

 Nearly three-quarters (73%) of the student participants and all of the instructors 

believe it is necessary to study the culture of the target language.  Although there was a 

general belief expressed by the students that culture should be studied, two student focus 

studies, Stacy and Blake, asserted that the teacher should bear in mind that it is still a 

language course and not a history or civilization course, so students should not be 

drowning in too much cultural information, but rather they should learn cultural aspects 

of the use of the target language.  These students felt that the emphasis should remain on 

their language acquisition and the cultural knowledge should enrich this experience by 

making the newly acquired linguistic knowledge more meaningful by placing it in a 

context.  The student focus studies, Connie, Jamie, Lisa, Nick, Sadie, and Eric, told me in 
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their individual interviews that learning about the target culture helps motivate them to 

learn the language.  Agreement surfaced in the student group interviews.  Culture and 

language are closely tied (Cummins, 1991), and many students echoed Cummins’s 

sentiment that language cannot be studied without also studying the culture of the target 

language.  Nick and Jamie both have a strong interest to live in a Spanish-speaking 

country and disclosed to me that they want to learn about the culture because it inspires 

them to live abroad.   

 Medgyes (1994) challenged NNS instructors to make it their goal to continue to 

improve their knowledge of the target language.  This L2 development can be done 

through reading books, newspapers and magazines published in the target language and 

optimally in the target culture.  They should also continually visit and revisit the target 

culture.  Some students voiced criticism about teachers who did not continue to have 

contact with the target cultures and perhaps visited Spain one time ten years ago.  

Students also suggested in the interviews that NNS instructors work to immerse 

themselves in the Spanish-speaking community in Tucson and try to become “one of 

them.”  These students believe that all Spanish instructors should be using Spanish 

frequently and participating in cultural activities that take place in Spanish-speaking 

communities, as opposed to using Spanish only when they are teaching. 

On the qualitative portion of the questionnaire, students listed the teaching style 

of the instructor (22%) and the knowledge of the instructor (18%) as important 

characteristics to the development of a successful teacher.  The knowledge of the 

instructor included proficiency in Spanish and English, as well as awareness of different 
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teaching techniques and understanding of key concepts in SLA.  The teacher’s 

personality emerged as paramount to determining the classroom environment (14%).  

Characteristics such as a teacher who is patient, understanding, and fun surfaced as 

preferable instructor qualities.  

 The belief that characteristics other than the L1 of the instructor are most 

important in determining a successful teacher was advanced by Liu (1999).  The 

participants in Liu’s study were NNS instructors.  Liu addressed affective loading of the 

labels NS or NNS when referring to instructors and their teaching.  He found that a 

teacher’s professionalism is what is most important, rather than his/her L1.  Liu also 

asserted that the relevant instructor factors that impact language learning and teaching are 

many, but include, “the sequence in which languages are learned, competence in English, 

cultural affiliation, self-identification, social environment, and political labeling” (p. 

100).   

 Of the students with a belief that NS or NNS are better instructors, NS instructors 

are believed to be better than NNS to a slight degree (19% to 18%).  Nearly one third 

(30%) of the students who believe NS are better instructors give the reason that NS 

instructors provide better language models as support for their belief.  This finding 

reflects the position of Medgyes (1994), Cook (1999) and Widdowson (2002).  The NS 

language model includes a more extensive vocabulary than NNS and the ability to 

instruct students on appropriate language use according to the social context.  Qualitative 

data from the student and instructor focus studies provide evidence that NNS are believed 

to be unequal to NS with respect to their language proficiency in the target language and 
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knowledge of the target culture.  Mary, one of the NNS instructors, told me in her 

interview that she actually feels like “a fraud” teaching about the culture, because it is not 

part of her identity.  Participants such as Mary and Joe stated that this ideal language 

model provided by the NS instructors is actually a disadvantage, because it is 

unattainable for the students.  The NNS instructor participant, Joe, also believes that this 

perfect language model held by NS is irrelevant for student success in learning the L2 

because the students will not ultimately reach this level.  However, given that a striking 

majority (74%) of students believe it is important to develop a native-like accent, the 

pronunciation model NS provide will be beneficial because it fits into the belief system of 

these students.  

This position supports views expressed by Medgyes (1994), Cook (1999), Train 

(2000) and Kramsch (2003).  For instance, Cook and Train stressed that the emphasis 

should be on the improvement of L2 use and progress should be viewed on a continuum, 

rather than judged right or wrong when compared to an idealized, unattainable NS 

language model.  Student focus studies such as Jess and Stacy do not believe that the NS 

language model is necessary for beginning levels, but can be advantageous for advanced 

learners.  Agreeing with Cook and Train, students want the progress they make to be 

acknowledged.  They repeatedly asserted that learning an L2 is arduous, and they want 

their instructors to acknowledge what they have learned, as well as the areas on which 

they need to work. 

NS instructors are believed by students to be superior instructors of pronunciation 

(91%), speaking (85%), reading (56%), listening (61%), colloquial language (77%), 
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culture (77%), and vocabulary (60%).  NS are viewed as superior to the highest degree 

concerning the oral fluency model they provide for students.  Next, the highest majorities 

of students (77%) believe NS are better instructors of culture and teaching colloquial 

expressions.  Students wrote that NS are “experts on the culture.”  Students stated that NS 

know more colloquial expressions, including more current expressions, as well as the 

sociolinguistic appropriateness of the informal language.  These same reasons were listed 

by students as support for the claim that NS are also better teachers of vocabulary. 

Students believe NNS are better teachers of grammar (65%) and writing (51%).  

These findings corroborate the data from the pilot study described in Chapter Three.  

Comments demonstrated that students believe that NNS understand the grammar of the 

FL better and that their grammatical explanations are easier to understand than 

grammatical explanations given by NS instructors.  The finding that NNS are better 

teachers of writing and NS better teachers of reading is interesting.  Although a majority 

of students hold each respective belief, it is not a strong majority (56% and 51%), 

showing that there is less agreement regarding the teaching of literacy skills than teaching 

grammar or speaking skills. 

A caucus has been organized in the TESOL profession to discuss issues related to 

being a NNS ESL instructor.  A similar type of caucus as to that held for ESL teachers 

was suggested earlier in this study for NNS instructors of other languages, for instance 

NNS Spanish FL instructors in the United States.  However, because students seem to 

distinguish between pedagogical and linguistic behavior, it may not be necessary.  On the 

other hand, a caucus may still be beneficial by providing a place where NNS can voice 
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their concerns and develop a strong support network.  The two NNS instructor focus 

studies disclosed to me that they feel insecure about their linguistic abilities in Spanish at 

times, and Olivia, one of the NS instructors, told me that NNS speech makes her 

uncomfortable.  Thus, beliefs that NNS’ speech is inadequate still exist.  NNS, as well as 

NS, need to continue to advocate for contexts in which NNS can develop a sense of 

empowerment regarding their roles as instructors in order to support their confidence as 

teachers and minimize their linguistic insecurity.   NNS instructors must work to accept 

and respect themselves as professionals and competent language teachers (Jersild, 1995).  

Söter (2001) additionally affirmed that NNS professionals must welcome the influence of 

their L1 and their native culture as part of their identity and view them as enriching, 

rather than hurting, their teaching.   

 

2) Students do not have a preference for NS or NNS instructors: 

 The majority (52%) of students do not have a preference for NS or NNS 

instructors.  There are too many factors involved for them to be able to generalize their 

preference based on L1.  Students wrote that factors such as knowledge of the subject 

area (17%) and teaching style (15%) influence their preference more than the L1 of the 

instructor.  Students discussed the variability between NNS related to areas such as their 

contact with the target culture or proficiency in Spanish, whereas NS also differ in areas 

such as their level of fluency in English.  Again, students are not uncritically accepting 

one group and distinguish between the professionalism, teaching efficacy, and knowledge 

of the instructor and the instructor’s L1.  This again helps us move beyond the divide of 
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NS against NNS, because both NS and NNS instructors can be accepted in the classroom.  

As previously described, students have beliefs about FL learning, as opposed to 

generalizing which type of instructor is superior from one characteristic, such as L1. 

 Of the students with a preference for NS or NNS instructors, students prefer NNS 

(29%) to NS (19%).  The belief that NNS are more empathetic to the challenges faced by 

the students emerged throughout the data from both the instructors and students and was 

given by nearly half (44%) of the students believing NNS to be better instructors.  NNS 

instructors are believed to be more patient and understanding of the obstacles 

encountered by the students in their SLA because they understand the students’ feelings 

and the ups and downs involved in learning a language.  This finding again supports 

Medgyes (1994).  Students believe that NNS instructors are in an advantageous position 

when it comes to relating to the affective domain of learning the target language.  Jess 

stated that his strong preference for NNS grew out of his experiences with NS and NNS 

instructors.  He declares that NS could not empathize with, or relate to the linguistic 

difficulties he was having learning Spanish, nor with his emotions such as frustration 

understanding certain linguistic concepts.   

Stacy also greatly prefers NNS because they have gone through the same 

experience, and thus understand what she is going through first-hand.  In order to help 

NS relate better to the experiences of their students, Joe suggested that NS instructors 

have the experience of learning an L2 agreeing with Medgyes.  This experience will 

likely facilitate the development of sensitivity in NS instructors.  Medgyes stated that it is 

optimal if the language learned by the NS instructors is the L1 of students.  I agree with 
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Joe that the language learning experience is what is critical, and it is only an added 

resource if the teacher happens to know the L1 of the students.   

 Due to the fact that NNS share the same L1 as their students, they are viewed to 

be in a better position to help students overcome specific troublesome spots in their SLA 

by a large majority (74%) of students believing NNS to be better teachers.  These 

students declared that NS instructors are less likely to understand why students are 

making certain errors.  For instance, the student participant Stacy feels that NS instructors 

do not intuitively understand why NS of English learning Spanish have problems with 

verbs such as “gustar.”  NNS have likely done a type of informal contrastive analysis 

between the two languages, as do many language learners, and this information can help 

them become more effective teachers.  This type of contrastive analysis between the 

students’ L1 and the target language can have a positive impact on the students’ SLA 

(Deignan et al., 1997).  This finding related to the ability of NNS to more effectively help 

students overcome obstacles in SLA supports findings by Medgyes (1994), Tarnopolsky 

(2000) and Cook (1999).  The reasons behind the students’ preference for NNS echo 

Medgyes (1994), who included compassion, the ability to predict potential difficulties for 

the students, and the ability to use the students’ L1 as a resource as three of the six 

advantages of NNS over NS instructors.  Tarnopolsky (2000) further stated that the 

ability of NNS to use the students’ L1 as a resource is a benefit of NNS teachers and that 

NNS are also better equipped to account for SLA difficulties students have because of 

differences between the L1 and L2.   
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3) Beliefs of students differ based on who they believe are better teachers:  

 With respect to certain language learning beliefs, a difference was found between 

the students who believe NS are better instructors and those believing NNS to be 

superior.  If a difference of over 20% was found on an item between these two groups of 

students, I deemed it worth describing in this section.  First, the group of students who 

believe NS are better instructors believe to a stronger degree (83%) that it is important to 

work to develop a native-like accent than students who believe NNS are better instructors 

(60%).  It is possible that the first group of students places a higher priority on 

developing a native-like accent and thus wants a NS pronunciation model to follow.  This 

supports the finding on the questionnaire that NS are thought to be superior teachers of 

pronunciation by an overwhelming majority (91%).  During my observations, Olivia, one 

of the NS, was the only instructor who targeted pronunciation in class by having students 

repeat words after her.    

On the other hand, those students believing NNS to be superior agree to a higher 

degree that NNS are more compassionate (63%) than those students believing NS to be 

better instructors (23%).  This supports Medgyes’ inclusion of empathy as one of the 

advantages of NNS instructors.  Many explanations could account for this deviation in 

beliefs between the two groups of students, including students having positive 

experiences this semester and thus generalizing from them.  One of the NNS instructors, 

Mary, told me in the individual and group interviews that she is very aware of the 

students’ feelings and never puts them on the spot in class.  She also shares her own 

experiences learning Spanish, including feeling shy and insecure of her linguistic 
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abilities.  The student focus studies from her class told me that they appreciated her 

sharing her own experiences with them.  Joe, the other NNS focus study instructor also 

commented that he works to make the students feel comfortable and tries to include 

students in a non-threatening manner and is careful how he corrects their errors.   

The NS instructors, Hector and Olivia, also told me about steps they take to make 

their students feel comfortable.  Hector shares his experiences learning English and 

Olivia works to create a supportive, enjoyable classroom in which the students do not 

need to worry about making a mistake.  The three focus studies from Olivia’s class 

provide evidence that she is successful at creating this type of classroom, which is her 

goal.   A difference also exists regarding the belief that NS are more compassionate.  A 

small percentage (7%) of students who believe NNS are better teachers agree with this, 

whereas over a quarter (27%) of the students in NS classes agree with this item.  

Likewise, students who believe that NS are better teachers disagree that NS are more 

compassionate to a higher degree (24%) than students who believe NNS are superior 

instructors (74%).  

Half (50%) of the students believing NS to be better disagree that NNS are more 

fun, whereas less than a fourth (22%) of the students believing NNS to be better hold this 

same belief.  Again, the students’ experiences in NNS classes could be shaping their 

beliefs and perhaps they are developing a more positive attitude in general towards NNS. 

Students also differ with regard to their beliefs about use of the L1 and FL in the 

classrooms.  Almost half (43%) of the students who believe NS are better instructors 

disagree that the class should be entirely in Spanish, whereas the same belief is held by 
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an overwhelming majority (70%) of students believing NNS to be better.  This difference 

is striking and lends itself to the popular notion that perhaps NNS allow more English in 

the class, yet this has not been proven.  As previously described, I in fact found the 

opposite in my observations.  The NNS used Spanish to a higher degree, only using 

English in a couple of instances when great confusion erupted.  NS on the other hand 

used translation and codeswitching throughout the entire class periods.   

Students believing NS to be better agree to a stronger degree that it is important to 

learn about the target culture (87%) than students believing NNS to be superior 

instructors (56%).  Similar to the item regarding the development of a native-like accent, 

students could again see NS as preferable teachers because of the cultural knowledge 

they possess from having grown up in the target culture, and because these students place 

high importance on learning about culture, they believe that NS are better teachers than 

NNS overall.   

 

Implications: 

1) Foreign language classrooms: 

Instructor’s ability to assess his/her personal beliefs: 

 Teachers possess distinct beliefs about how languages should be taught and 

learned (Horwitz, 1985; Harrington & Hertel, 2000).  I support Harrington and Hertel 

(2000), who conclude that it is informative and beneficial to conduct activities in pre-

service teacher training programs, such as the completion of a survey related to belief 

systems.  Awareness of their belief systems gives instructors the ability to be more 
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conscious of how these belief systems impact their teaching.  Additionally, Harrington 

and Hertel found that these belief systems could change over time through education.  

Beliefs of the participants in their study changed after taking a methods course.  For 

instance, instructor beliefs changed positively to include the notion that all students are 

capable of learning a FL, and that language aptitude is just one factor influencing SLA.  

Further studies addressing the modification of instructor belief systems would prove 

insightful, since few exist. 

Mutual understanding of belief systems between students and instructor: 

 Student and teacher belief systems need to be made transparent in the FL 

classroom, so both students and teachers understand, where, respectively, they are 

coming from, and so teacher behavior and teacher expectations gain in credibility for 

those who do not share a teacher’s beliefs.  Instructors should assess students’ beliefs to 

check for disaccord between their pedagogical practices and their students’ beliefs.  Then, 

if necessary, action can be taken to help bring the students to the point of understanding 

of the instructor, even if the beliefs of the students are not changed permanently.  This 

action involves the instructor openly discussing and supporting the choices he/she is 

making regarding the structure of the classroom.   

 Teachers are responsible for providing opportunities to the students to understand 

their own belief systems.  Further, as previously stated, teachers must explain why they 

use certain pedagogical approaches in the classroom, especially when they deviate from 

the students’ beliefs.  The teachers must create an atmosphere in the class in which 

students feel comfortable to take risks, because modification of belief systems can 
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potentially cause anxiety.  With respect to the students’ responsibilities, they can 

facilitate this change by critically examining their own belief systems, having a 

disposition that is open to learning about why the teacher makes certain decisions, 

thinking about these reasons, and finally changing their belief systems if they feel the 

new belief systems are more productive or desirable. 

If instructors discover data, such as in this study, for the item “It is important for 

me to learn about the culture of the foreign language” then discussion can help the 

students understand the instructor’s rationale for including culture in the classroom.  

Regarding this item, although a significant majority (73%) of the students agree that 

culture is important to learn, there are still over a quarter (27%) of the students who are 

either neutral (20%), or disagree (7%), with this statement.  Thus, the teacher will want to 

take time to promote the need for knowledge of culture in class with the ultimate goal of 

convincing the students that language and culture are related.  The teacher cannot assume 

that all students see the value in learning about the target culture. 

 Moreover, students have differing beliefs about the role of the L1 in the 

classroom.  Thus, if the instructor discovers that some of the students disagree with any 

use of the L1 in the classroom, and the instructor supports using the L1 to promote SLA, 

discussion again will need to follow.  If this discussion does not occur students may be 

confused as to why their instructor, who is supposed to be facilitating their SLA, is 

incorporating techniques or strategies in the classroom that, in the students’ opinion, 

hinder SLA.  The instructor will want to discuss effective uses of the L1 in the classroom 

and how the L1 can encourage SLA.  Although beliefs cannot be taught, information 
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about opposing beliefs can be provided to the students, and a classroom environment can 

be created in which the students feel comfortable to change their beliefs, or try something 

new. 

   

2) Foreign language programs: 

Focus on teacher qualifications and abilities: 

 As previously described, students are not uncritically accepting NS or NNS 

speakers, thus FL programs need to be concerned with employing qualified teachers, 

regardless of language background.  Teachers need to study the areas of methodology and 

SLA theory.  Knowledge of different methodologies will give them a vast repertoire from 

which to select different teaching activities and techniques.  Without this knowledge their 

ability to diversify and change their teaching as need arises will be lowered.  Some 

students commented in the interviews or wrote on the questionnaire that they feel more 

secure when the teacher has this foundational knowledge of current methodologies and 

issues important in SLA theory.  For instance, two focus study participants disclosed to 

me in the individual interview that it is beneficial for teachers to have a degree in an 

education-related field, so they have learned and practiced various teaching techniques 

and strategies and also understand the process of acquiring literacy in an L2.  During the 

observations the two NNS were more creative in their teaching in the sense that they 

included a variety of activities not found in the textbook.  Mary used activities such as a 

cloze activity and movie.  The NS instructors used the textbook to a higher degree.  
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Hector’s class almost exclusively used the textbook, and both of his classes that I 

observed were nearly identical in structure. 

Based on the student quantitative and qualitative data I assert that instructors need 

to understand certain psycholinguistic issues related to SLA and acknowledge the 

improvements made by students as opposed to stressing the areas in which they are 

struggling.  Learning a language is a lengthy process that is not always smooth.  Students 

may make great strides in their learning, but then perhaps regress at times, or it may just 

appear like regression to the instructors, when in fact students are still progressing in their 

learning.  For instance, students may be producing incorrect verb forms in the present 

tense such as “sabo/I know.”  Although the students obviously need to learn the correct 

form, “sé,” they have demonstrated that they have learned the rule to conjugate regular 

verbs in the present tense, which is a profound achievement.  Instructors, especially NS, 

because they have not gone through the experience of learning the target language as a 

FL, need to understand that students are developing an interlanguage based on their 

understanding of the target language and influence from their L1.   

Team-teaching: 

 The data show strengths of both NS and NNS instructors, thus through team-

teaching, the instructors could collaborate drawing upon their strengths to provide a 

dynamic combination for students.  A large research university in the Midwest has 

adopted a team-teaching approach in its Chinese program.  A NS and a NNS teach these 

courses together, with the NS focusing on developing communicative proficiency of 

students and the NNS on grammatical accuracy.  I do not advocate for NS only teaching 
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speaking and NNS only grammar, rather all teachers can teach all areas while 

emphasizing certain linguistic or cultural areas in which they are strongest. 

Emphasis on development of communicative proficiency of students: 

 The quantitative and qualitative data show that students prefer to learn more than 

the prescriptive grammar of Spanish.  They believe that while it is important to know the 

formal grammar of Spanish it is also crucial to know common, informal expressions so 

they will be better prepared to interact with NS.  The focus study students told me in the 

interviews that they want teachers to possess sociolinguistic information, such as about 

language variation within the Spanish-speaking world, as well as about the appropriate 

language to use in particular contexts.  The issue of slang surfaced repeatedly throughout 

my investigation.  A suggestion for NNS instructors is to work to learn colloquial 

expressions to use in class and to teach to their students, so the students can use these 

expressions both in class and outside of class.  Likewise, NS need to not only know, but 

also use and teach these expressions and stay abreast of current expressions.  During my 

second observation in Olivia’s class a student stated that he wants to learn how to talk in 

Spanish like people his own age speak. 

 The quantitative and qualitative data also demonstrate that students want a 

multitude of classroom activities that reinforce their learning.  They want interactive, 

group activities that focus on developing communicative abilities, as well as individual 

activities, and activities that use all four of the skills and cultural knowledge in a non-

threatening way.   
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Use of resources (on-line, authentic materials): 

 There is a wealth of resources for teachers to use in the classroom including 

authentic materials such as magazines and newspapers, as well as modern resources 

available through the Internet.  This helps minimize NNS limitations because although 

NNS do not provide a native pronunciation model for the students, NS can be brought 

into the classroom through technological resources enabling NNS to feel confident about 

the strengths they bring to the classroom, as opposed to worrying about their non-native 

pronunciation. 

  

3) Teacher development: 

 Through data analysis, promising evidence arises that all language teachers, 

regardless of their NS/NNS status, can potentially be successful language teachers.  In 

order to reach this goal they must possess certain characteristics achieved through 

professional training and personal dedication to the profession.  Moreover, the 

backgrounds of teachers have a multitude of factors, including their L1.  In addition to 

NS and NNS instructors, there are also individuals with dual cultural identities through 

having grown up in more than one culture, such as Li (1999).  This characteristic will 

affect their teaching.  Also, there are instructors who are viewed as both NS and NNS 

referring to their self-ascribed or imposed identity respectively.  For example, Amin 

(1999) sees herself as a NS of English, although others view her as a NNS, because of her 

accent and, she believes, skin color also.  In short, individuals are multi-faceted, complex 

beings with their L1 being just one characteristic as demonstrated in Diagram 1 in 

 



 

264

Chapter 1.  In order for all teachers to be prepared when they enter the classroom, and be 

in a position to help their students succeed at learning the language, they must have 

reached a level of professionalism expected by the students.   

Practice metalinguistic explanations: 

 Because students believe grammar is important to their FL study, teachers must 

be capable of providing clear, informative metalinguistic explanations, or if they do not 

include grammar, the students should be told why, since they are expecting it as part of 

their language study.  This suggestion is especially pertinent to NS instructors due to the 

fact that they acquired the language in a natural way without attention being paid to form.  

Therefore, they often do not know which grammatical structures, vocabulary structures, 

or phonetic characteristics will present challenges for the students.  When students have 

grammatical questions, NS may not know how to answer them without focused study of 

the rules.  Everyone has heard a NS say, or perhaps said himself/herself, “It just sounds 

right.  I don’t know why it is.”  That answer does nothing but frustrate a student.   

Thus, NS instructors need to work to develop a high level of metalinguistic 

understanding and also practice explaining grammatical rules to students in a way that 

students will understand.  Medgyes stressed the importance of NS working to develop 

their metalinguistic awareness.  Not only do grammatical rules related to aspects such as 

verb conjugations, word order and placement of object pronouns provide areas of 

contention for students, but other areas can be challenging for students, such as the 

production of phonemes present in the target language that are non-existent in the 

students’ L1.  Students want teachers to not only know the grammar, but to know the 
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grammar at such a level that they can explain the rules and concepts in a meaningful, 

clear way to the students. 

 Throughout my investigation students continually claimed that learning a FL is 

hard and even though they try, there will be areas that they do not understand, and they 

cannot avoid making mistakes.  Therefore, students want a teacher who is willing to 

explain the same point multiple times without becoming frustrated. They stated that this 

is necessary for grammatical explanations in particular.  The students also want a teacher 

who employs a variety of techniques in his/her explanations such that a given explanation 

is not just repeated to the students in the same manner.    

Practice techniques to improve student pronunciation: 

 The quantitative data provide evidence that students believe that improving their 

pronunciation is an important part of their SLA.  The student focus studies stated to me 

that their instructors have not employed techniques in class designed to improve student 

pronunciation, thus all they have is the model provided by the instructor.  Instructors can 

practice techniques designed to improve student pronunciation in pre-service classes and 

even work to develop new techniques.  The instructor focus studies told me that they do 

not know how to best facilitate improvement of student pronunciation.  Instructors need 

to be given these techniques and then they need to practice them.  If instructors are not 

including activities designed to improve student pronunciation they are not meeting 

student expectations. 
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Limitations of the study and recommendations for future studies: 

 The student and instructor populations used in this study were limited.  First, the 

numbers of participants, both student and instructor, were too small to permit any 

generalization of the findings to students of Spanish in other communities, especially 

non-border communities, and to students studying other FLs.  Similar studies need to be 

completed with more participants.  A similar questionnaire could be administered to 

numerous classes, facilitating the running of statistical tests to provide additional 

validation to the findings.  However, at this point it is important to again warn that it is 

difficult to learn about belief systems through questionnaires.  Belief systems are 

complicated and interrelated.  Questionnaire data are limited regarding the richness of the 

data.  Participants will likely not be able to do justice to the true multi-faceted nature of 

their belief systems through their questionnaire answers.   

Because participants in this study were all learners or instructors of Spanish in 

Tucson, the findings are restricted to learners of Spanish and the context is limited to the 

University of Arizona.  As previously discussed, situations possess unique characteristics, 

so learning Spanish in Tucson will present different variables than learning Spanish in a 

different context, or a language other than Spanish in Tucson, or elsewhere.  It would be 

insightful to conduct a similar investigation in a different geographical context with 

Spanish, as well as other target languages, in an effort to see if the findings are similar to 

the conclusions of this study. 

 This study was limited to Spanish learners in the first two years of instruction.  

The level of proficiency of the learner in the L2 could affect his/her preference for NS or 
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NNS instructors.  The belief that NNS are advantageous for beginning students and NS 

for more advanced students emerged in a few student questionnaires and individual 

interviews.  Studies using student participants at different levels of language study would 

contribute to the body of knowledge on belief systems. 

 A study, which addresses the NS/NNS issue covertly, would be innovative and 

enlightening.  This type of study would not begin by an obvious labeling of the teachers 

as NS and NNS, rather, students would share their FL learning experiences in detail, 

including characteristics of their teachers, and if they were happy with the instruction in 

class.  Then, the data would be categorized and analyzed.  The current study found that 

the majority of students do not believe NS or NNS are better, and do not have a 

preference for one type of instructor.  Thus instead of grouping instructors by these two 

terms, it may provide richer data not to separate the groups, and then see what findings 

emerge.  It is possible that characteristics of NS or NNS would be part of the findings 

since more than a third (37%) of the students believe that either NS or NNS are better, 

and almost half (48%) of the students have a preference for one group of instructor.  

In the current study the variables of “interest to live in a Spanish-speaking 

country” and “being a Spanish major or minor” were included.  Future studies could take 

this further and conduct a factor analysis of various notions that may influence NS or 

NNS preference and belief of superiority.     

 As discussed earlier, clearly NS cannot be lumped into one group, because they 

diverge from each other in characteristics such as proficiency in the students’ L1, 

experience in the students’ culture, and L1 metalinguistic awareness.  They also differ in 
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native cultural affiliation and accent.  It would be significant to conduct a study exploring 

whether NS teachers from certain countries, such as Spain or Mexico are preferred 

because of reasons such as their cultural affiliation and accent.  Duisberg (2001) studied 

the language attitudes of high school students enrolled in a high school heritage Spanish 

class towards different varieties of Spanish and English.  She found that the heritage 

learners consistently rated standard Mexican Spanish highly, suggesting that it is the 

prestigious variety of these students.   

When students are asked about their beliefs about NS, they may have a certain 

type of NS in mind based largely on their experiences.  Separation of instructors based on 

their native country was not done in this study because the focus was on the perspective 

of the student (N=154), with only eight instructors completing the questionnaire.  This 

limited data did not afford the opportunity to address this area of NS background.  To 

combat this, the administration of a study with more balanced numbers of student and 

instructor participants would be helpful.   

 Finally, NNS instructors differ with respect to their linguistic proficiency in the 

L2 and contact in the target culture.  Studies could also prove meaningful that look at the 

experiences of NNS who have reached different levels of proficiency in the target 

language, including native-like NNS.  Lastly, all instructors, regardless of their language 

background, have different academic backgrounds, belief systems, preferred teaching 

techniques, and of course, personalities.  Additional studies addressing how these 

characteristics influence student belief systems are warranted.   
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 Although the issue of the NNS instructor has been widely researched in TESOL, 

studies typically adopt the perspective of the teacher.  Comparable data from the TESOL 

profession looking at the beliefs of students towards NS or NNS instructors and their 

language learning beliefs in general are warranted.      

 Students vary in personal characteristics such as their past learning experiences, 

including characteristics of their previous language teachers.  Some students have 

experience with only one language instructor, while others have had several, and still 

others have had a multitude of instructors.  Thus, studies addressing differences in the 

beliefs of students who have experience with several FL teachers, as opposed to only one, 

or a couple, could provide information about how students’ past experiences shape their 

present beliefs.   

 An important area that deserves further investigation because of the potential for 

positive change involves studies addressing the modification of student belief systems.  

Students can come to the classroom with strong beliefs reflected by statements such as 

these by Edstrom (2005).  She recounted the experience of a heritage student of Spanish, 

telling her, his NNS instructor of Spanish, that he was surprised that an American (or in 

his words ‘gringa’) was going to teach him Spanish.  Thus, modification of negative or 

false beliefs that discourage motivation could support students’ SLA.  This connects to 

the suggestion given to students and instructors to draw attention to the students’ beliefs 

and then create an environment where modification is possible.  A longitudinal study 

could help determine if any modifications are lasting. 
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 Team-teaching between NS and NNS was suggested as an implication for FL 

programs, however it is not yet known how this can be implemented so it is most 

effective to supporting the students’ FL learning, as well as practical and agreeable to the 

instructors and FL programs.  Various models need to be tested for efficacy and 

practicality.  Effective models need to be described and compiled in a book to be used as 

a resource for FL programs.  There are multiple considerations when using team-

teaching: How would they teach together?  Who would teach what?  What kind of model 

best uses the strengths of NS and NNS? 

 Finally, it would be insightful to explore whether or not the beliefs students 

possess are accurate.  For instance, students may believe NS allow less English in the 

classroom, or that NNS know fewer colloquial expressions.  Is this truly the case?  Thus, 

investigations of the legitimacy of the students’ beliefs would help determine if what 

students believe reflects what is actually occurring in the language classroom.  The area 

of NS and NNS instructors and student belief systems is vast with a multitude of possible 

directions for additional research.  The current study added to this knowledge base and 

suggestions for future studies were asserted.   
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APPENDIX A: Instructor survey 
                  _______   
      
Research Project: Student Beliefs towards their FL Instructors: A Look at the 
Native-Speaker/Non-Native Speaker Controversy 
 
Instructor demographic survey (administered to all GATs, N=89)   

You are being invited to voluntarily participate in the above-titled research study.  The 
purpose of this project is to address the beliefs and attitudes of both foreign language 
instructors and foreign language students towards learning and teaching languages.  All 
answers will remain anonymous.  You are eligible to participate because you are teaching 
Spanish at the University of Arizona.  If you agree to participate, your participation will 
involve the completion of one survey about your background demographic information 
and your experience teaching languages.  Completion of the questionnaire should take 
approximately 5 minutes.  You may choose not to answer some or all of the questions.   
 
Any questions you have will be answered and you may withdraw from the study at that 
time.  There are no known risks for your participation and no direct benefit from your 
participation is expected.  There is no cost to you except for your time and you for your 
participation. 
 
Only the principal investigator will have access to your name and the information that 
you provide.  The number on the survey corresponds to your name.  The list of names 
and numbers will be kept locked in separate locations.  In order to maintain your 
confidentiality, your name will not be revealed in any reports from this project.  The 
surveys will be locked away in a secure place. 
 
You can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Angela Ferguson 
Ph.D. candidate at (520) 529-9272 or angiemilo@aol.com.  If you have questions 
concerning your rights as a research subject, you may call the University of Arizona 
Human Subjects Protection office at (520) 626-6721.  Completion of the questionnaire 
implies that consent for use of the information is granted.  You may be contacted at a 
later time to complete a questionnaire on this same topic.  Your participation in this study 
is greatly appreciated. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Angela Ferguson 
 
Please answer the following questions about yourself:  Please write clearly. 
 
1) Please check:  ____ Male      ____ Female  
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2) Age:   ____ 17 and under ___ 18-22        ___ 23-30      ____ 31-40      ____ 41-50       
___ over 50 
 
3) Where were you born (city, state/province, country)?  __________________________ 
 
4) Please list all the different places you lived until age 18 (only include cities where you 
lived 6 months or longer).  Include the length of time you lived in each city (do not 
include different cities within the same state/province).  
Example: Barcelona, Spain until age 5_______________________________________ 
1)______________________________________________________________________
2)______________________________________________________________________
3)______________________________________________________________________
4)______________________________________________________________________ 
5)______________________________________________________________________
6)______________________________________________________________________
7)______________________________________________________________________
8)______________________________________________________________________
9)______________________________________________________________________
10)_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
5) Language background: Native language(s): __________________________________ 
 
6) List all the other languages you speak and include: 

-how old you were when you began learning the language  
-the contexts (high school, lived in country) in which you studied the language  
-how proficient you consider yourself using the scale provided on the next page in 
 that language  

 
(1=extremely limited, know a few phrases; 2=limited knowledge, can formulate simple 
sentences; 3=intermediate level, able to construct complex sentences; 4=advanced 
speaker, able to carry on a conversation with a native-speaker with ease; 5=native-like 
proficiency and pronunciation).  
                   
Language 1: ____________________________________________________________ 
Age began learning: ________ 
Context(s): _____________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Proficiency (1-5; 1=very limited, 5=fluent): _____ 
 
Language 2: ____________________________________________________________ 
Age began learning: ________ 
Context(s): _____________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Proficiency (1-5; 1= very limited, 5=fluent): _____ 
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Language 3: ____________________________________________________________ 
Age began learning: ________ 
Context(s): _____________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Proficiency (1-5; 1= very limited, 5=fluent): _____ 
 
Language 4: ____________________________________________________________ 
Age began learning: _________ 
Context(s): _____________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Proficiency (1-5; 1= very limited, 5=fluent): _____ 
 
Language 5: ____________________________________________________________ 
Age began learning: ________ 
Context(s): _____________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Proficiency (1-5; 1= very limited, 5=fluent): _____ 

           
7) If Spanish is not your native language, have you ever lived in a Spanish-speaking 
country(ies)?   YES _____ NO _____  
If yes, list the country(ies) and the length of time (only include stays over a month). 
            Country   Length of time (years and months) 
1) _____________________________________________________________________ 
2) _____________________________________________________________________ 
3) _____________________________________________________________________ 
4) _____________________________________________________________________ 
5) _____________________________________________________________________ 
6) _____________________________________________________________________ 
7) _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
8) If you were not born in the United States, how long have you lived here? 
_____ years and _____ months 

 
9) How long have you been teaching Spanish? 
_____ years and _____ months  

 
10) Do you have experience teaching a language other than Spanish? YES ____ NO ____    
If yes, please list the language and how long you taught it (years and months).   
 Language   Length of time taught (years and months) 
1)______________________________________________________________________
2)______________________________________________________________________
3)______________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B: Student questionnaire 

          ________ 

Research Project: Student Beliefs towards their FL Instructors: A Look at the 
Native-Speaker/Non-Native Speaker Controversy 
 
Student Questionnaire (administered to 8 classes N=160) 

The purpose of this project is to address the beliefs and attitudes of both foreign language 

instructors and foreign language students towards learning and teaching languages.  All 

answers will remain anonymous.  Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  

Signing of the consent form implies that consent for use of the information is granted.  

You may be contacted at a later time to take part in interviews and observations.  Your 

participation in this study is greatly appreciated. 

 
Please answer the following questions about yourself:  Please write clearly. 
 
1) Please check:  ____ Male      ____ Female  
  
2) Age:  ___ 17 or under    ___ 18-22        ___ 23-30      ____ 31-40      ____ 41-50       
___ over 50 
 
3) Where were you born (city, state, country)?  _________________________________ 
 
4) What is your native language? _____________________________________________ 
 
5) Please list all the different cities and states that you lived in until age 18 (only include 
places you lived in over 6 months).  Include the length of time you lived at each place (do 
not include different cities within the same state).   
___Example: Phoenix, AZ-From birth until age 8________________________________  
1)______________________________________________________________________
2)______________________________________________________________________
3)______________________________________________________________________
4)______________________________________________________________________
5)______________________________________________________________________
6)______________________________________________________________________
7)______________________________________________________________________
8)______________________________________________________________________
9)______________________________________________________________________ 
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6) What is your major? ________________________ minor? ______________________ 
 
7) Why are you taking this class?  _____ Major/minor      _____ Elective 
        _____ Foreign Language Requirement                                                   

  
8) Have you studied any other language(s) besides your native language and Spanish?  
  YES _____  NO _____ 
If yes: 

-list the language(s)  
-how long you studied the language(s) 
-how proficient you rate yourself (1=extremely limited, know a few phrases;  
2=limited knowledge, can formulate simple sentences; 3=intermediate level, can 
 carry on a conversation with few errors; 4=advanced speaker, able to construct 
 complex sentences; 5=native-like proficiency and pronunciation). 

Language  Length of time (years and months)  Proficiency (1-5) 
1)______________________________________________________________________ 
2)______________________________________________________________________ 
3)______________________________________________________________________
4)______________________________________________________________________
5)______________________________________________________________________ 
  
9) List all the foreign countries that you have visited or have lived in, your total length of 
time in each country (for instance if you have visited the same country multiple times) 
and the reason for your visit.   
Country  Length of time (years, months, days) Reason for visit 
Example: Canada 1 month     vacation__________ 
1)______________________________________________________________________
2)______________________________________________________________________
3)______________________________________________________________________
4)______________________________________________________________________ 
5)______________________________________________________________________
6)______________________________________________________________________
7)______________________________________________________________________
8)______________________________________________________________________
9)______________________________________________________________________
10)_____________________________________________________________________
11)_____________________________________________________________________
12)_____________________________________________________________________
13)_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
10) Would you like to live in a Spanish-speaking country?   YES _____ NO _____ 
If yes, which country? _____________________________________________________ 
For how long? ___________________________________________________________ 
Why would you like to live in this country? ____________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
11) Please list the different Spanish teachers you have had.  Include the age you were 
when you had this teacher.  Indicate the teacher’s native language, and more specifically, 
where he/she was from if known (city and country).  This next part is optional and will 
be kept confidential.  Please list the grade you received in the class.   
   Your age  Native Lang. of Teacher  Where teacher is from  Grade 
Example:  12-14  English  New York, U.S. B 
a) _____________________________________________________________________ 
b) _____________________________________________________________________ 
c) _____________________________________________________________________ 
d) _____________________________________________________________________ 
e) _____________________________________________________________________ 
f) _____________________________________________________________________ 
g) _____________________________________________________________________ 
h) _____________________________________________________________________ 
i) _____________________________________________________________________ 
j) _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
12) Who was your favorite Spanish teacher from those you listed (a-j)? ______________ 
 
13) Why is this teacher your favorite? _________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
14) Who was your least favorite Spanish teacher from those listed (a-j)? _____________ 
 
15) Why is this teacher your least favorite? _____________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
16) Would you prefer to have a native speaker of English or Spanish as your Spanish 
teacher in a foreign language classroom in the United States?  
ENGLISH _____     SPANISH _____      DEPENDS _____ 
Why? __________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
17) Who do you think makes a better Spanish teacher, a native or non-native speaker of 
Spanish?  
   NATIVE _____     NON-NATIVE _____      DEPENDS _____ 
Why? __________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
18) Please indicate the degree that you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about learning foreign languages by circling the appropriate number.  Only circle one 
number for each letter.  Feel free to provide any relevant explanations in the lines 
provided. 
(1=STRONGLY DISAGREE  2=DISAGREE 3=NEUTRAL 4=AGREE  5=STRONGLY 
AGREE) 
 

A)  It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 
1  2  3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

B)  The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish 
1  2  3  4  5 
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________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
      C)  It is important for me to study grammar. 
  1  2  3  4  5 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
       D)  It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 
   1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

E) It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 
1  2  3  4  5 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
  
     F)  Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 
   teachers to the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1  2  3  4  5 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     G)  Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native speaker 

             teachers to the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 
1  2  3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

H) Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 
1  2  3  4  5 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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I) Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 
1  2  3  4  5 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

J) I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in  
English.   
1  2  3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
19) Given the following areas of foreign language skills and knowledge, who in your 
opinion would generally be the more effective teacher – a native speaker (NS) or non-
native speaker (NNS) of the foreign language?  Please check only one for each letter. 
 
a) pronunciation   _____ NS   _____ NNS 
b) grammar    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
c) speaking ability   _____ NS   _____ NNS 
d) writing    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
e) reading    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
f) understanding spoken language _____ NS   _____ NNS 
g) colloquial language use  _____ NS   _____ NNS 
h) cultural knowledge   _____ NS   _____ NNS 
i) vocabulary    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
 
20) Describe your ideal Spanish teacher.  Please be descriptive, including characteristics 
such as his/her academic background, native language, and teaching style. 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: Instructor questionnaire 
 

           ______  

Research Project: Student Beliefs towards their FL Instructors: A Look at the 
Native-Speaker/Non-Native Speaker Controversy 
 
Instructor questionnaire (administered to 8 GATs) 

The purpose of this project is to address the beliefs and attitudes of both foreign language 

instructors and foreign language students towards learning and teaching languages.  All 

answers will remain anonymous.  Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  

Signing of the consent form implies that consent for use of the information is granted.  

You may be contacted at a later time to take part in interviews and observations.  Your 

participation in this study is greatly appreciated. 

 
Please answer the following questions.  Please write clearly. 
 
1) As a language learner do you prefer to have an instructor who is a native speaker of the 
language being studied?  YES _____  NO _____ 
Why or why not? _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) Do you think native or non-native speakers of Spanish make better Spanish teachers?  
  NATIVE _____ NON-NATIVE _____  DEPENDS _____ 
Why? __________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________                        
 
3) Please indicate the degree that you agree or disagree with the following statements as a 
language teacher by circling the appropriate number.  Only circle one letter for each 
letter.  Feel free to provide any explanations in the lines provided. 
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(1=STRONGLY DISAGREE  2=DISAGREE 3=NEUTRAL 4=AGREE  5=STRONGLY 
AGREE) 
 

A) It is important for students to pronounce words correctly. 
     1  2  3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     B)  It is important for students to study grammar. 

1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     C)  All of the class should be conducted in the second language. 
  1  2  3  4  5 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     D)  It is important for students to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 
   1  2  3  4  5 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     E)  It is important for students to learn about culture. 

1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     F)   It is a good teaching strategy to provide grammatical explanations and directions  

      in English.  
 1  2  3  4  5 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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4) Please mark if you agree or disagree with the following statements as a language 
learner by circling the appropriate number.  Only circle one number for each letter.  Feel 
free to provide any explanations in the lines provided. 
(1=STRONGLY DISAGREE  2=DISAGREE 3=NEUTRAL 4=AGREE  5=STRONGLY 
AGREE) 
 
 
A)  It is important to me to develop a native-like accent. 

1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
     B)  I want to learn the grammar of the language. 
  1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

 
     C)  Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker teachers 
           to the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1  2  3  4  5 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
     D)  Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native speaker 
           teachers to the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

E)   Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 
1  2  3  4  5 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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F)   Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 
1  2  3  4  5 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

G) I prefer the instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in my  
native language. 
1  2  3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

H)  All of the class should be conducted in the second language. 
1  2  3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree   Disagree        Neutral         Agree  Strongly Agree 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5) Given the following areas of foreign language skills and knowledge, who in your 
opinion would generally be the more effective teacher – a native speaker (NS) or non-
native speaker (NNS) of the foreign language?  Please check only one for each 
category. 
 
a) pronunciation   _____ NS   _____ NNS 
b) grammar    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
c) speaking ability   _____ NS   _____ NNS  
d) writing    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
e) reading    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
f) understanding spoken language _____ NS   _____ NNS 
g) colloquial language use  _____ NS   _____ NNS 
h) cultural knowledge   _____ NS   _____ NNS 
i) vocabulary    _____ NS   _____ NNS 
 

 
Thank you very much for your time!!!!!!!!! 
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APPENDIX D: Student individual interview questions 
 
Date: _______________ 
Student (number): ____ 
Age: _____ 
 
Stage 1: Life history, past personal experiences 
 
Sample questions: 

• What languages do you speak? 
• When did you start learning Spanish? 
• What are your feelings about studying Spanish? 
• What do you remember about your past language teachers? 
• Did you like their classes? 
• Why? 
• How do you feel about your current teacher? 
• Were your teachers native or non-native speakers of _____________? 
• Who do you feel makes a better language teacher? 
• Who do you prefer as your language teacher? 

 
Stage 2: Current experiences regarding NS/NNS dichotomy 
Sample questions: 

• Do you think American students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona 
prefer  

      a native speaker of Spanish or English as their instructor?  Why? 
• Has the native language of the teacher affected you registering for the class? 
• Does the language competence of the teacher affect your interest in the class? 

 
Stage 3: Reflection on meaning of experiences, making sense of experiences. 
Sample questions: 

• What do you think about these experiences? 
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APPENDIX E: Instructor individual interview questions 
 

Date: _______________ 
Instructor (number): ______ 
 
Stage 1: Life history, past personal experiences 
 
Sample questions: 
• What languages do you speak? 
• When did you start learning _______________? 
• What did you want to learn _______________? 
• What are your memories about learning ________________? 
• What do you remember about your language teachers? 
• Did you like their class? 
• Why? 
• Were your teachers native or non-native speakers of _____________? 
• Who do you feel makes a better language teacher? 
• Who do you prefer as your language teacher? 
 
Stage 2: Current experiences regarding NS/NNS dichotomy 
Sample questions: 
• Do you think American students studying Spanish at the University of Arizona prefer 
a native speaker of Spanish or English as their instructor? 
• Have you felt favored for or prejudiced against based on your native language (for 
example, through student verbal comments or actions towards you?) 
• How has being a NS or NNS affected your teaching? 
 
Stage 3: Reflection on meaning of experiences, making sense of experiences. 
Sample questions: 

What do you think about these experiences?  
• Have these positive or negative experiences caused you to change to your teaching? 
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APPENDIX F: Student group interview questions 
 

Date: _____________________ 
Participants (numbers): ___________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
1)  Sample questions: 
        

 When you find out who your Spanish instructor is, does it matter to you if he/she 
is a 

      native speaker? 
 

 What characteristics should language teachers possess? 
 

 Do you think it makes a difference if they are native speakers of the language 
being taught?  Strengths of each group?  Suggestions for improvement? 

 
 Why do you think people overall believe that NNS are better at grammar? 

 
 Why would NS be more effective teachers of culture?  What about inside  

             perspective? 
 

 Where do you think the belief about NS superiority comes from?  NNS 
superiority? 

 
 Are NNS as entitled to teach a language as NS? 

 
 What do you think about the bias for NS in TESL? 

 
 Why do you think there is a common belief that NNS are more compassionate  

             teachers? 
 

 What is your ideal Spanish teacher like? 
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APPENDIX G: Instructor group interview questions 
 
Date: _____________________ 
Participants (numbers): ___________________________________________________ 

 
1) Casual warm-up to make participants feel comfortable including questions about    
     where they are from, how long they have been teaching, and what they are studying 
 
2)  Sample questions: 
• What characteristics should language teachers possess? 
• Do you think it makes a difference if they are native speakers of the language being 
      taught? 
• How important do you think it is for students to learn about grammar?  Culture? 
• What errors should instructors correct? How should the errors be corrected? 
• What is the ideal Spanish student like? 
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APPENDIX H: Students’ verbatim reasons for beliefs 
 
 

Verbatim reasons students listed as to why NS are better Spanish instructors: 

• “Only because that is their native language and probably more of an “expert” as 

oppose [sic] to someone who hasn’t spoken that language all of their life.” 

• “They can teach you things the book doesn’t.” 

• “Because they know a lot about the language and are more credible on the topic.” 

• “I would say a native because they know all the slang and everything else.  They 

still have to be able to speak English fluently.” 

• “They are less accepting of English being spoken in class, which is more helpful 

for learning.” 

 

Verbatim reasons students listed as to why NNS are better Spanish instructors: 

• “The student’s main language must be transformed to something different.  The 

teacher needs to know the ins and outs of the student’s native language to improve 

the new language they are about to learn.” 

• “Because they can relate the information to us better and are aware of the many 

clichés, slang, and other non-native terms.” 

•  “Cause [sic] they had to learn it just like we are, and they would be able to relate 

to the problems that we have.” 
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• “Because they understand what it is like to learn Spanish as a second language – 

they went through everything we are going through.  Except that if the teacher is 

non-native, we may not hear the accent correctly.” 

 

Verbatim reasons students listed as to why it depends if NS or NNS are better 

Spanish instructors: 

• “It really depends on the person; it’s more of what kind of teaching skills do you 

have i.e. patience, understanding, etc.” 

• “I personally know many people on both sides of the spectrum, that while they 

can speak Spanish perfectly, the [sic] do not know the language well enough to 

teach conjugations and such.” 

• “While native speakers are more fluent and can provide a better model of the 

language, they may have more difficulty expressing themselves to beginning 

learners.  Also, attitude and respect for students are important.” 

• “It all depends on how much they know, how much they are trained to teach and 

what kind of person they are.” 

• “Native speakers speak with the correct accent and speed, so it’s good to model 

after.  Non-native speakers know what you are going through and can help you 

out with problems.” 

• “Sometimes if they are native to the foreign language they sometimes don’t 

realize how fast they speak or why we can’t understand quickly.” 
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• “A native speaks it [the target language] in their society everyday and interacts 

with it so they would know more than a non-native.  A non-native would be better 

at interpreting the language to others.” 

• “Someone who has spoken English all their life and now knows Spanish has a 

better understanding of the difficulties that their students are having.  Yet I also 

believe that Spanish cannot be taught by a book, so those who grew up speaking it 

may have a better understanding of the language.” 

• “Non-native sometimes I feel are more unique because they know how hard it is 

to learn a language.  They come up with new ideas and help you more I feel.  A 

native doesn’t see how difficult it may be.” 
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APPENDIX I: Verbatim reasons for instructor preference 
 
 

Verbatim reasons students listed as to why they prefer to be taught by a NS Spanish 

instructor:  

• “A native speaker of Spanish might understand more about Latin American 

culture, which is of great interest to me.” 

• “The teacher will know more than I ever will about the language.  Language is 

part of a culture; I’m not around it all the time; I don’t know the in’s and out’s of 

circumstances or degree of word choice.  The teacher has these things at their 

disposal by being born with the language.” 

• “They are most comfortable with the language, although if they can’t speak 

English at all then it might be hard to learn.” 

• “I find it more interesting b/c they have their own dialects and ways of talking and 

teaching.” 

• “They know everything about the language and can better understand the 

difficulties of learning a new language.  Their methods of teaching their own 

language are more effective.” 

• “They would know the real way it is spoken in Spanish-speaking countries and 

would be able to incorporate that into our lessons.” 

• “Because they are the most fluent and they know the changes in the language 

BUT-they have to be understandable when speaking English, otherwise it doesn’t 

help.” 
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Verbatim reasons students listed as to why they prefer to have a NS English 

instructor as their FL Spanish instructor: 

• “They can explain it to me so I understand it in English & can apply it to 

Spanish.” 

• “Because she can communicate to us easier, and she understands what we are 

going through while learning the language.” 

• “They can relate to the English-speaking students and perhaps do a better job of 

explaining terms, meanings, history and answering questions in a way that will 

make sense to most students.” 

• “Native Spanish speakers talk waaaay too fast!  Maybe once I hopefully become 

fluent my preferences will change.” 

• “I think it is important to know the core structures of English if you are teaching 

students whose first language is English.  It helps to explain grammatical 

discrepancies between the languages and they know how difficult it is to move 

into another language.” 

• “Is she / he was native English she understands how to teach you and give you 

tricks on how she / he learns it.” 
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Verbatim reasons students listed as to why it depends if they prefer to be taught by 

a NS of Spanish or NS of English as their FL Spanish instructor: 

• “If they were able to effectively teach us the differences and explain (referring to 

NS), it would be okay.  But some native speakers tend to not explain things fully 

because it is like second nature to them.” 

• “I think a native speaker might challenge the students more, but a English-speaker 

would be able to relate better to his or her students.  Things like “I had trouble 

learning this, and here is what helped me remember / understand.” 

• “As long as the teacher understands that the students are learning something new 

and that the teacher tries her / his best to ensure that students understand, then I 

think either can be effective.” 

• “The early years of Spanish I would want a English native speaker.  If I 

progressed in it passed the first couple of  years it wouldn’t matter.” 

• “If the teacher is native he / she needs to also speak English.  Sometimes a native 

English teacher doesn’t know what she is talking about and is unsure of herself.  

Then it’s really hard as a student to know if your speaking correctly if the teacher 

doesn’t.” 

• “In learning, I feel more comfortable w/someone like me who has had to learn 

Spanish from the beginning.  For practice I prefer to converse w/natives so I feel 

more experienced.” 
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• “If there is a lot of writing involved I want someone who speaks English well to 

be able to give me feedback.  But if there is more conversation involved in the 

class, I’d want someone who speaks Spanish as a native language.” 

• “I think it is good to have both.  Sometimes the English teacher can explain 

something better.  The advantage to the native speaker is picking up their accent 

and speed at which they talk.” 

• “I feel that a native speaker of English would be better at explaining difficult 

grammatical aspects in Spanish.  Although, a native speaker of Spanish would 

understand more expressions and impact a more natural feel in their spoken 

Spanish to their students.” 
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APPENDIX J: Comparison of beliefs between students 

Comparison of student responses by total group, (N=154) students who believe NS are 

better (N=30), students who believe NNS are better (N=27), and students for whom it 

depends (N=97).  The Likert scale was collapsed to form three categories.  Strongly 

disagree and disagree were combined (dis) as well as strongly agree and agree. 

Tables 6-15: Comparison of beliefs systems between students based on belief of teacher 

superiority 

Table 6: It is important to me to develop a native-like accent. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

7% 19% 74%    7% 10%     83%    7% 33%      60%    6%  18%   76% 

 

Table 7: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

38% 20% 41%    43% 20%     37%    70%   4%      26%    28%  25%   47% 

 

Table 8: It is important for me to study grammar. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

4% 6% 90%    3% 10%     87%    4% 0%      96%    8%  16%   90% 
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Table 9: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

1% 17% 82%    0% 17%     83%    0% 15%     85%     5%  18%   81% 

 

Table 10: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

7% 120% 73%    0% 13%     87%   11% 33%     56%     8%  19%   73% 

 

Table 11: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

44% 44% 12%    24% 50%     27%    74% 19%      7%      42%  50%   8% 

 

Table 12: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

25% 43% 33%    30% 47%     23%    18% 19%      63%    24%  49%   27% 
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Table 13: Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

34% 56% 11%    50% 43%     7%     22% 70%      7%     32%  55%   12% 

 

Table 14: Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 

Total group     NS better        NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

30% 59% 12%    26%  50%     23%   22% 67%      11%    32%   59%   8% 

 

Table 15: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English 

Total group    NS better       NNS better      It depends 

Dis   Neutral   Agree     Dis   Neutral   Agree   Dis   Neutral   Agree    Dis  Neutral  Agree 

14% 21% 64%    10%   30%     60%    26% 15%     59%    13%  20%   68% 
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APPENDIX K: Beliefs of students (in raw numbers) 

Tables 16-25: Beliefs of all students (N=154): 

 

Table 16: It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

3 (2%) 7 (5%) 29 (19%) 77 (50%) 37 (24%) 

 

Table 17: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

16 (10%) 43 (28%) 31 (20%) 45 (29%) 18 (12%) 

 

Table 18: It is important for me to study grammar. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (1%) 4 (3%) 9 (6%) 75 (49%) 63 (41%) 

 

Table 19: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

 1 (1%) 26 (17%) 84 (55%) 42 (27%) 

 

 



 

299

Table 20: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

3 (2%) 8 (5%) 31 (20%) 75 (49%) 36 (24%) 

 

 

Table 21: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

18 (12%) 49 (32%) 68 (44%) 15 (10%) 3 (2%) 

 

Table 22: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native-speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

7 (5%) 30 (20%) 66 (43%) 41 (27%) 9 (6%) 

 

Table 23: Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

10 (7%) 42 (27%) 85 (56%) 10 (7%) 6 (4%) 
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Table 24 Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

10 (7%) 35 (23%) 90 (59%) 15 (10%) 3 (2%) 

 

Table 25: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (1%) 20 (13%) 32 (21%) 60 (39%) 39 (25%) 

 

 

Tables 26-35: Beliefs of students who believe that NS are better instructors (N=30): 

 

Table 26: It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

 2 (7%) 3 (10%) 15 (50%) 10 (33%) 

 

Table 27: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

3 (10%) 10 (33%) 6 (20%) 8 (27%) 3 (10%) 
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Table 28: It is important for me to study grammar. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (3%)  3 (10%) 18 (60%) 8 (27%) 

 

Table 29: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

  5 (17%) 16 (53%) 9 (30%) 

 

Table 30: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

  4 (13%) 17 (57%) 9 (30%) 

 

 

Table 31: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (7%) 5 (17%) 15 (50%) 5 (17%) 3 (10%) 
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Table 32: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native-speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (7%) 7 (23%) 14 (47%) 7 (23%)  

 

Table 33: Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (3%) 14 (47%) 13 (43%) 2 (7%)  

 

Table 34: Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (3%) 7 (23%) 15 (50%) 6 (20%) 1 (3%) 

 

Table 35: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (3%) 2 (7%) 9 (30%) 13 (43%) 5 (17%) 
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Tables 36-45: Beliefs of students who believe that NNS are better instructors (N=27): 

 

Table 36: It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (7%)  9 (33%) 11 (41%) 5 (19%) 

 

Table 37: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

3 (11%) 16 (59%) 1 (4%) 6 (22%) 1 (4%) 

 

Table 38: It is important for me to study grammar. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

 1 (4%)  17 (63%) 9 (33%) 

 

Table 39: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

  4 (15%) 20 (74%) 3 (11%) 
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Table 40: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

 3 (11%) 9 (33%) 11 (41%) 4 (15%) 

 

 

Table 41: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

4 (15%) 16 (59%) 5 (19%) 2 (7%)  

 

Table 42: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native-speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (7%) 3 (11%) 5 (19%) 13 (48%) 4 (15%) 

 

Table 43 Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (7%) 4 (15%) 19 (70%)  2 (7%) 
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Table 44: Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

2 (7%) 4 (15%) 18 (67%) 3 (11%)  

 

Table 45: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (4%) 6 (22%) 4 (15%) 9 (33%) 7 (26%) 

 

 

Tables 46-55: Beliefs of students who believe that it depends if NS or NNS are better 

instructors (N=97): 

 

Table 46: It is important to me to try to develop a native-like accent. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (1%) 5 (5%) 17 (18%) 51 (53%) 22 (23%) 
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Table 47: The Spanish class should be conducted all in Spanish. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

10 (10%) 17 (18%) 24 (25%) 31 (32%) 14 (15%) 

 

 Table 48: It is important for me to study grammar. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

1 (5%) 3 (3%) 6 (6%) 40 (42%) 46 (48%) 

 

Table 49: It is important for me to learn informal, colloquial expressions. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

 1 (5%) 17 (18%) 48 (50%) 30 (31%) 

 

Table 50: It is important for me to learn about the culture of the foreign language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

3 (3%) 5 (5%) 18 (19%) 47 (49%) 23 (24%) 
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Table 51: Native speaker teachers are more compassionate than non-native speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

12 (13%) 28 (29%) 48 (50%) 8 (8%)  

 

Table 52: Non-native speaker teachers are more compassionate than native-speaker 

teachers regarding the difficulties students face in learning a second language. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

3 (3%) 20 (21%) 47 (49%) 21 (22%) 5 (5%) 

 

Table: 53 Non-native speaker teachers are more fun than native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

7 (7%) 24 (25%) 53 (55%) 8 (8%) 4 (4%) 

 

Table 54: Native speaker teachers are more fun than non-native speaker teachers. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

7 (7%) 24 (25%) 57 (59%) 6 (6%) 2 (2%) 
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Table 55: I prefer my instructor to give grammatical explanations and directions in 

English. 

1-strongly 

disagree 

2-disagree 3-neutral 4-agree 5-strongly 

agree 

 12 (13%) 19 (20%) 38 (40%) 27 (28%) 
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APPENDIX L: Transcript of individual interview with “Stacy” 
 
Interview with student #81, student of NNS instructor #10 (Mary), interview took place 
in interviewer’s office on Monday 11/24. 
 
Interviewee’s name has been changed. 
 
A=Angie (interviewer; investigator) 
I=Interviewee (Stacy) 
 
 
A: So if we can start by you telling me a little about where you’re from. 
 
I: Okay, so I’m from Scottsdale. 
 
A: So, you were born and raised in Arizona? 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
A: And then, what year are you? 
 
I: A junior. 
 
A: Great.  Getting close to graduating! 
 
I: Yeah! 
 
A: Okay, so how old were you when you started learning Spanish? 
 
I: Um…I started in junior high.  Because I didn’t start doing anything to learn it on my 
own, so I started in 6th grade. 
 
A: Then did you take it 7th grade, 8th grade? 
 
I: Yeah we took like, it was just a basic class, like the same thing year after year basically 
in junior high and then high school I took two years of Spanish.   
 
A: Okay.  And then now you’re taking Spanish too. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
A: Do you think you’ll keep taking Spanish? 
 
I: (Giggles) No, no. 
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A: You don’t like it too much? 
I: I like it; I like wanna learn it; it like fascinates me and stuff, but I’m just…I’m horrible 
at it.  I just can’t learn it, so it frustrates me a lot. 
 
A: You’re probably harder on yourself than you really are. 
 
I: No.  I’m like really…it’s a problem area; it’s like math to me. 
 
A: Languages and math actually are very similar. 
 
I: Exactly.  I’ve been tested in those areas, and they’re like “yeah, those are difficult areas 
for you.”   
 
A: What’s your major? 
 
I: Communications.   
 
A: Okay.  Were the Spanish teachers you had mostly NS of Spanish, or Americans that 
had learned Spanish? 
 
I: Mostly Americans.  Yeah.  I think I’ve had just one that was from a Spanish-speaking 
country. 
 
A: Was there anything different about that instructor that you could possibly tell off the 
language background? 
 
I: Yeah, I mean just…As far as like teaching and stuff like that? 
 
A: Yeah, anything.  Maybe how much English they allowed, or... 
 
I: She actually allowed…it was here, it was when I took 10a and she actually spoke more 
English than what I am used to with Mary (current teacher) and stuff like that so it was 
nice in that aspect, but then it was, it felt like her trying to teach was from a different 
perspective than everyone else, so I found that a little bit harder. 
 
A: In what ways? 
 
I: Like the grammar maybe.  I feel like with Mary she had to learn it too, and so she 
understands like trying to convert English into, you know...I feel like it’s kind of easier 
for her to understand where we are coming from almost. 
 
A: Right.   
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I: And she understands how like there are sayings in English and they don’t translate, you 
know.  So, I feel like that’s easier as far as understanding and stuff. 
 
A: Right.  You also said on your questionnaire…what did you say?  You said that a NS 
would be more effective at pronunciation, writing, and listening? 
 
I: Yeah, for sure.  I feel like I picked up more better pronunciation skills, or whatever, 
from a Spanish-speaking person. 
 
A: And also for reading and writing and culture and listening and colloquial language 
use?  Why do you feel they are better at teaching those areas? 
 
I: Because of all the knowledge they have, cultural too. 
 
A: So, do you have any suggestions you would give to American Spanish teachers? 
 
I: I think how like Mary I know that she studied for a long time in a Spanish-speaking 
country.  I thought that was really interesting, so it gave her more of an edge on just 
knowing the culture and stuff like that, so I thought that was very helpful.  I think she has 
kept contact; she likes it a lot.  But teachers I had in high school just having neither, it’s 
kinda like, I don’t know, it didn’t give them much. 
 
A: Without having traveled? 
 
I: Yeah.  They stuck to the language more and not the culture. 
 
A: But you think NNS might be better at teaching grammar, speaking, and vocabulary? 
 
I: Yeah, I think so.  Because like for me, if I were teaching English I’d be like, you know, 
you just don’t really realize the exact grammar and stuff like that.  So, I think it’s better 
when you’re learning it you realize exactly how to do it all, you know.  You don’t fall 
into slang or anything like that. 
 
A: Yeah.  What do you think about the role of English in the classroom?  Do you think 
there should be very much English in the Spanish classroom? 
 
I: I think there should be more than there is, cuz I think its…like when I sit in class I have 
no idea what’s going on any of the time.  I just follow like what the other students are 
doing around me.  And it’s like for homework and stuff like that like…we just don’t 
know!  Half of the time we are just all asking each other like “What did she say?  What’s 
going on?”  And it’s just like…I feel like if directions were in English and learning how 
to…you know what I’m saying?  Like directions and grammar and teaching were like 
taught in English, like how the book does it, like everything’s in English, then there are 
Spanish examples.  I think that would be so much more helpful, because I feel like kids 
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just have no clue what’s going on.  And it’s hard enough as it is, trying to, you know, I 
just feel like it would be more much helpful. 
 
A: Give the explanations, lay the foundation…  
I: in English and then try to teach it in Spanish.  Like do both, but definitely more 
English.  And I think conversation stuff, I think that’s very good to have that in Spanish, 
because that just helps your ear and, you know, but I think as far as the teaching, I think 
that should be in English. 
 
A: Uh huh.  And you prefer an American, a native English speaker as your teacher? 
 
I: Yeah.  I do.  Yeah, I just think it’s a better perspective. 
 
A: Uh huh, and you think they are probably overall a little better too? 
 
I: Um, I think it’s just overall what’s better is just they understand like the differences 
and just trying to help.   
 
A: Right. 
 
I: I feel like when I had a Spanish-speaking teacher she like was very helpful, and I 
thought she was a good teacher and stuff, but it was just hard for her to understand where 
we were having the problems and why we were having problems with like grammar. And 
just stuff like that she just didn’t understand that as much, so she would go really fast in 
some areas where it was like an easy thing that she thought would be easy, but we were 
all like “We don’t get it.”   
 
A: So the main thing that you think makes NNS betters is the grammar part?  Because 
overall you listed a NS as more effective. 
 
I: I know! 
 
A: Do you think it’s the grammar? 
 
I: I think for grammar a NNS would be the most helpful and then I think..I think as far as 
culture and stuff like that it’s good to have a NS, but yeah, I think grammar definitely 
would be the most beneficial area for a NNS. 
 
A: Do you feel there’s a lot of emphasis placed on grammar? 
 
I: Yeah.  I feel like if you don’t understand the grammar, you’re not really gonna 
understand anything.  Like when we do our writings and everything like that everything 
is based on your grammar.  Like I could understand the culture, but still get a D in the 
class, because, you know.   
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A: Yeah. 
 
I: So, it’s just like I see grammar as the most important. 
 
A: That’s kind of the basis? 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
A: And you think non-native teachers might be more compassionate; the Americans 
might be more compassionate?  
 
I: They might be.  Yeah, sometimes, yeah.  I think for the most part they have been in my 
experience. 
 
A: Uh huh.  Do you think if you have a NS of Spanish, any kind of characteristics that 
it’s best if they possess?  Like if they know English also, or…? 
 
I: Oh yeah, I think if they don’t know English that would be a big problem.  Just knowing 
English and…I think it’s helpful because they also understand, try to learn another 
language, but I think if they don’t, if they’re still trying to learn English, or something 
like that, if they’re not fluent, I think that’s gonna make it a lot more difficult as well. 
 
A: Yeah.  Did you like the NS of Spanish teacher that you had? 
 
I: Yeah, I liked her a lot.  I thought I got along with her well and stuff like that.  She was 
a good teacher, but it was just harder when I came to her and I was like “I don’t get this.”  
It was like harder for her to explain to me. 
 
A:  Uh huh.  Did she speak English very well? 
 
I: Yeah, she spoke fluent English.  She lived like right on the border and so she was 
fluent and everything, but it was just like hard for her to understand our difficulties 
almost.   
 
A: When you saw your teacher for this semester did you have any idea about how 
Spanish would be this semester?  Any expectations? 
 
I: She like the first day of class she told us that she had had a really hard time learning 
Spanish and like speaking in class and stuff until she went to, I forget where she went, 
but until she went there.   
 
A: Puerto Rico I think. 
 

 



 

314

I: Yeah, and she said that’s where it all came together and stuff.  So that made me feel 
better in the sense that she would like understand, because sometimes they’re just like, 
they got is so easily, so it’s like, so I felt she would be more understanding in that sense.   
 
A: That maybe the NS did it so easily, or also other Americans? 
 
I: Sometimes the American teachers that, you know, they’re teachers of Spanish because 
they did it get so easily and they understood it and stuff and so it made me feel better 
knowing that she had a hard time with it too, but then when she went to a Spanish-
speaking country that’s when it like all came together for her. 
 
A: Yeah.  So she could be compassionate and understand if you weren’t always wanting 
to talk? 
 
I: Exactly, yeah! 
 
A: Have your beliefs or ideas changed at all this semester based on your Spanish teacher? 
 
I: No, not really. 
 
A: Not too much?   
 
I: Yeah, they stayed about the same. 
 
A: So, later when you’re registering for a Spanish class and you have more of a Hispanic 
sounding last name, or more of a non-Hispanic sounding last name, which one… 
 
I: I would go for the American last name I am pretty sure, the non-Hispanic, yeah 
definitely. 
 
A: Do you have any recommendations or suggestions to Spanish teachers in general, or 
specifically to native or non-native teachers? 
 
I: Just that they use English more in the directional teaching side of it and especially with 
grammar. 
 
A: So you think it’s maybe bad because the Spanish Department sets it up on all the 
syllabi that the Spanish class will be like 90, 100 percent in Spanish? 
 
I: Yeah, exactly!  And I think it puts a lot of pressure on the kids knowing that their 
participation, if they don’t speak in Spanish, like I would talk in class much more if I 
knew I could talk in English. 
 
A: Right. 
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I: Like I don’t even know where to begin to ask a question in Spanish, so that’s just like 
so much pressure on both ends to just keep that Spanish going when the kids are just like 
“I don’t know what’s going on.”  And so I just think that puts a lot of pressure on the kids 
and stuff. 
 
A: And you said sometimes the NNS will teach in a way that students will understand 
better? 
 
I: Yeah, like I, like Mary she’ll be able to tell when were lost and then she’ll just start 
speaking in English.  And when she does that I’m like, “Thank you!  Now I can 
understand what’s going on.”  So that helps a lot. 
 
A: And maybe difficulties that English speakers are having like wanting to say “Yo 
gusto.” 
 
I: Exactly.  She can understand why were wanting to do that or why were wanting to say 
something like out of order.  So I think that helps a lot.      
 
A: Great Stacy.  Do you have any final things you want to tell me about yourself or 
Spanish? 
 
I: No, do you have any more questions? 
 
A: Oh.  Do you have very much contact with Spanish-speakers outside of Spanish class?  
 
I: No.  I go to Mexico a lot.  Yeah, I’ll usually go to Rocky Point like once a year or 
something like that. 
 
A: Okay.   
 
I: So, just in that sense. 
 
A: Do you speak Spanish when you are down there? 
 
I: Yeah.  I like to speak Spanish when I am there, so I feel like I can understand.  I don’t 
know.  I like listening to Spanish.  I think it’s interesting.  I can understand it much better 
when I am just listening.  I like to watch the Spanish channel every now and then and 
stuff.   
 
A: And it’s so natural to feel like, skills don’t all develop at the same pace. 
 
I: Exactly.   
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A: Some people will just speak and they don’t care if it’s wrong.  Some people will 
develop speaking maybe better than reading. 
 
I: Yeah.     
 
A: So everybody’s different.  So don’t at all feel that you’re weird or anything. 
 
I: Yeah, I guess!  Yeah, like if I ever have a question, I’m like ok, “How do you say 
that?” and then I ask somebody “Does that make sense?”  And then if there’s a follow-up 
question, I’m like “Oh gosh!” 
A: You’re like, “Just move on!” 
 
I: I know!  Yeah! 
 
A: And then, do you want to add anything to what you said about your ideal Spanish 
instructor?  That is, a NNS instructor that lived in a Spanish-speaking country. 
 
I: No, I don’t think so.  I think as far as the course curriculum I think that something 
that’s really difficult is like trying to learning like everything, culture, grammar, 
vocabulary and everything at the same time.  I feel like it would be helpful to have like 
culture Spanish classes and then like grammar and vocabulary.  It’s a lot to try to cram 
into one course.  
 
A: Yeah, you have marked ‘disagree’ about the importance of learning culture. 
 
I: Yeah, definitely.  I think that should be in a separate course. 
 
A: Is it hard sometimes to read about the culture when you are still struggling with the 
language? 
 
I: Yeah, just like I wouldn’t take a history class at the same time I was taking an English 
class, like I would take them separately.  I wouldn’t take them as in one class. 
 
A: It’s too much? 
 
I: Yeah.  Exactly.  I have a hard enough time learning American History. 
 
A: Sure. 
 
I: So, I just think it’s a lot to cram in. 
 
A: Yeah.  Great.  Anything else? 
 
I: Nope. 
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A: We’ll thank you so much! 
 
I: No problem.    
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APPENDIX M: Transcript of GAT group interview 
 

GAT Group Interview 
 

*Interview took place 12/12/03 with Joe (#36), Mary (#10), Olivia (#17) and Hector 
(#39) 
A=Angie (interviewer) 
J=Joe  M=Mary  O=Olivia  H=Hector 
 
A: What characteristics should language teachers possess? 
 
M: They should know how to explain grammar.  Because that’s what the students are 
expecting. 
 
H: They must be enthusiastic and enjoy teaching.  The other things come with that.  Good 
entertainers too. 
 
M: I think they should not put students on the spot and call on them in the class because I 
freeze up when it happens to me.  And have a lot of pair or group work so they can be 
w/o pressure. 
 
J: The first thing that came to my mind was the energy.  I don’t know what it is about 
language teachers, but it’s like you want a language teacher that has some kind of energy 
to them. 
 
A: Do you think whether instructors are NS or NNS influences their teaching? 
 
H: I really don’t think so.  Both can be great teachers. 
 
M: I think more often NNS spend more time on grammar. 
 
J: That would be an interesting study to do to see if NNS spend more time on grammar.   
Yeah, I don’t think there’s anything inherent about being NS or NNS, but I think there is 
something about some of the strategies that you use.  Some are less effective than others.  
I think I’ve seen general patterns… 
 
M: Yeah. 
 
J: You’re gonna have, I haven’t done enough observations to know this but it seems to 
me that you are going to get better frequency of (target) language use in the classroom 
with a NS. Now, I am not saying that’s good or bad; I am just saying that’s probably what 
you are going to find.  Of course I think it’s important to have the language in the 
classroom, but I also think there is a time when the L1 is used in a FL context.  I think 
also like Mary said it’s probably more difficult for a NS to teach grammar because of the 
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naturalistic way they learned the lang.  They don’t have the metalinguistic awareness in 
the L1. 
 
M: Do you think NS or NNS use more English, because you mentioned the L1? 
J: I would think the NNS use more L1.  For instance, take a Spanish class in the U.S., the 
teacher who doesn’t speak Span natively is probably gonna use less Span in the 
classroom because it’s their L2 than a NS.  I don’t know…What do you think? 
 
H: I would need to see first each class. 
 
J: Can I ask a question?  How much Spanish do you use in the classroom? 
 
H: 80-85% 
 
O: For 102? 95%, I only use Eng just for real specific clarifications if there are blank 
stares, or for housekeeping things. 
 
H: If all the Ss are at the same level you can use Span 100% but when you see those faces 
like you are speaking Chinese, you have to be sure that they understand because that’s the 
function of the teacher even if you repeat things in English you said in Spanish.  To me it 
doesn’t make sense Span 100% of the time. 
 
J: That’s a good point. 
 
 
H: Because what’s happening? 
 
M: They’re lost.   
 
H: They are lost and get worse and worse. 
 
O: They get frustrated because of it. 
 
M: There is a place for English!  
 
J: That is a good point.  Your very first question that you asked...I would also say that a 
good teacher can perceive, because think about it…how much time do you spend 
perceiving the needs of the students?  The looks on their faces…are they with us?  I 
would consider that; that’s a good point. 
 
A: Joe, do you want to finish asking that question to everyone. 
 
M: Oh yeah.  I’m teaching 201.  I don’t use it (English) everyday.  When I do use it it’s 
for housekeeping and for grammar, but I also explain in Spanish 90-95% in Spanish. 
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J: I think I probably use about…It really depends what I am doing.  I can do a whole day 
of Spanish and speak nothing but Spanish. 
 
M: Yeah. 
 
J: But sometimes, you know I think I use English more for jokes and stuff because jokes 
don’t fly very well in Span.  You say something that’s funny in Span and they’re like, 
nothing. 
 
O: What level are you teaching? 
 
J: 202. 
 
O: I interviewed this other girl who’s teaching Spanish here and she was teaching English 
in Mexico.  And she said what she liked the most or one of her fondest memories learning 
English was the teacher using Spanish with her with jokes or to get on an intimate basis.  
It was important for her for the teacher to use the L1 to get more acquainted. 
 
A: Your Ss said (in the individual interviews) they like it that they are greeted in Spanish 
in colloquial expressions (directed to Olivia). 
 
H: They read “Del pasado al presente”, some of them very well, good pronunciation, then 
I ask them “Que significa comprender?”  And they can’t answer. 
 
M: And that’s another thing. Is it that they don’t know, or that they are on the spot? 
 
J: Or maybe that can’t verbalize it. 
 
M: Yeah. I don’t think they just don’t know it. 
 
J: Or, sometimes it may be out of context. 
 
O: Translation is another skill in itself. 
 
H: But there are a lot of words they do not know in general.  There are also 3 or 4 in the 
class that want you to only use Spanish, but the teacher has to consider everyone. 
 
A: That’s often a problem at the lower levels. 
 
H: But I teach 202 also.  We pass a lot of students even with a D.  Earning a D means the 
student really doesn’t know anything; they didn’t do anything. 
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M: But we accept that in the next level; we accept Ds.  Some places don’t.  Why are we 
afraid to give Fs?  I am.  Because they are gonna go and complain about me and do a 
grade appeal and that makes me look bad. 
 
H: That’s a point we need to discuss very seriously.  We want the department to be a 
screen and really throw all the bad students in Spanish because they are here for the 
requirement. 
 
M: Right they are here for the requirement, not to learn it and we know that. 
J: However, Jarvis wrote an article “We think were an Evening in Paris but were really 
Chanel” he wrote the humanistic advantages of learning a language.  You can take 
something that someone hasn’t had any experience with or maybe they did poorly 
compared to their friends in high school and they get into a situation where they have 
never taken a language and it’s something they can actually excel at.  So he talks about 
that that’s a really neat thing.  I had a professor and his idea was to never fail a student on 
his first exam.  Because once they fail a exam they threw their hands up and are like 
“forget it.”  They give up.  So, I don’t think he’s saying to give all As on the 1st exam.  I 
think he would probably say to give an easier 1st exam so they feel some confidence 
about it.  But that’s another issue.  When a student fails they really don’t feel very good at 
the language and I think that affects them.  I really do. 
 
H: That’s part of the relationship that must exist between the students and the teacher.  
You have to motivate them and the exams must be for them to show that they are 
improving their skills and not to show what they didn’t learn.   
 
*Discussion how exams are grammatical in nature at U of AZ although syllabus says 
classes are communicative competence based.  (O talking) 
 
J:  The exams drive the curriculum.  Plain and simple.  I have to prepare my Ss for what’s 
on the exam. 
 
A: What can we do to increase student motivation?  To help reverse the trend in the U.S. 
where we are studying foreign languages but not learning them? 
 
M: Well, I share with my class my experiences as a language student and how it was hard 
for me and how petrified I was to talk and I didn’t for years all through high school and 
college but I eventually learned it.  I kept at it.  So, I use myself as an example. 
 
H: That helps.  I tell them I make mistakes when I speak Eng, but you must not be afraid 
of these mistakes then they don’t have to see the teacher like the commander of the class 
but rather as someone that will help them.  So when you communicate your experiences 
they identify with you. 
 

 



 

322

O: The biggest problem as TAs is that we have little control over what we teach, how we 
teach, when we teach, what approaches we use.  Because when I think my ideal 
classroom or curriculum it’s not at all what they are requiring me to do.  Because 
eventually what we have to do is have them test out of the course.  If it were up to me and 
I had my own curriculum or language school it would be so much different in the sense 
that if I were to really stick to teaching them how to communicate I would probably focus 
much less on freaking out because of the exams and having them actually get it through a 
communicative approach like taking them to a L2 culture or having them interact in other 
situations.  We are stuck in a tough position.  It depends on what the students want also.  I 
would try to focus my teaching on the students’ needs.  It wouldn’t be like, ok, you tested 
into 102, here’s the book, here’s the exam. 
M: I was gonna say, I taught my Ss how to do circumlocution at the end of the semester.  
One student said “I didn’t know I could do that.”  I thought if I didn’t know the word then 
I couldn’t say anything, so he didn’t talk.  Once I taught him circumlocution he was 
talking and shocking me and so that’s empowering, teaching them how to communicate 
in the L2 when they don’t know how to say what they want to say.  So, I am gonna teach 
that at the beginning next semester. I saw confidence in Ss after I taught them that 
strategy. 
 
A: Through the questionnaires and interviews it kept coming out that NS are more fun 
and NNS are more compassionate.  Do you have any ideas about this? 
 
O: I can see why NNS would be more compassionate because they went through the 
learning process. 
 
Others: Yeah. 
 
O: They know when it was hard, when they freaked out, when they couldn’t talk and 
were petrified.  NS don’t know what that learning process was like.  Maybe we can be 
more fun because we can use the language in more ways I guess, but I definitely see how 
NS can be less compassionate.   
 
H: Maybe that depends on the person.  We want them to speak Span, so maybe we don’t 
have too much compassion.  Talk, talk! 
 
J: What do they mean by fun? 
 
H: To be an entertainer. 
 
A: They said they were often more lively, energetic, fun.  They said it depended on the 
personality a lot because people had had NNS very lively but overall they felt NS also 
brought in authentic materials from the culture and NNS stuck more to the book and the 
grammar in the book and NS are more likely to bring in a movie or song for example. 
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O: I can see how.  NS have more access to the resources.  But I don’t. 
 
H: It’s true in our cult that we have jokes for everything.  We have to translate them but 
complicated ones they won’t understand.  Maybe we find more colloquial expressions. 
 
O: Could be that they are more fascinated with the exotic. 
 
J: Yeah, I wonder. 
 
M: Yeah, that the Spanish speaker uses more gestures and moves around more, so they’re 
gonna see that because they expect that. 
 
A: Yeah, then the latin cult in the US with the singers, people are a little enamored with 
it, the exotic. 
 
J: I think I’d probably feel that way if I were in a Japanese class and I had an instructor 
born and raised in the US.  I’d say, “yeah…okay” then if I had a Japanese instructor I’d 
think “wow this is really interesting” and they’d probably talk a little more about Japan.  
You can ask really interesting questions they would have answers to. 
 
A: It was interesting on the questionnaire because all the NNS teachers except 1 prefer a 
NNS teacher and all the NS teachers prefer NS teacher.  So you 2 prefer NNS and you 2 
NS and you 2 are NNS and you 2 are NS.  Why do you think that is? 
 
O: It’s not so much I prefer NS.  At the beg levels NNS are fine because they know 
where you get stuck and understand the fear but maybe for more advanced I would prefer 
NS.  It depends on the level, it depends on their preparation as a teacher, it depends on 
their pedagogical approaches.  I don’t think I can cut it as NS or NNS.   
 
M: I see a NNS as a role model, encouraging. 
 
J: If you have desires of going on? 
 
M: Yeah.  Hmmm. I still think it’s a model even if I had to take it, but it would kinda not 
matter who it is. 
 
H: Maybe you should separate students who really want to learn Spanish and those that 
take it just for the requirement. 
 
A: Mary, you think you would prefer a NNS more if you had more motivation to go on?  
Usually it’s the other way around. (More background on this tendency provided by 
researcher). 
 
J: Yeah. 
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O: When we bring a NS to the class I have been tempted to bring my NNS friend who 
speaks Span well as a model.  I asked them who they prefer and the students prefer the 
guy from Mexico.  It’s the culture, the unknown, the exciting, learn about the other 
countries. 
 
A: What do you think are some of the factors that influence students’ preferences for NS 
or NNS?  Past experiences, motivation? What makes some students prefer NS and other 
NNS? 
 
J: I don’t think it’s hard for students to see through teachers and see when they are 
unprepared on a daily and semester basis and I think if a teacher continually comes in 
unprepared I don’t think students appreciate that and so I think the preparation of a 
teacher is important.  This isn’t related to NS or NNS.  Because you can take anyone 
generally that’s prepared and they know what they are doing. 
 
A: You think students have generalized based on whether they had prepared or 
unprepared NS or NNS teachers? 
 
J: Yeah, so let’s say students had a teacher from El Salvador just on the ball, an 
incredible teacher in high school, then they get Tom Smith, the PE teacher, who doesn’t 
know a lot.  I think from that experience they are gonna think I like my NS teacher or 
vice versus. 
 
A: I felt like that was happening because students in NS classes showed a greater 
preference for NS and Ss in NNS showed the same preference for NNS.  Students were 
happy with their experiences this semester too, so these experiences were shaping their 
preference and these experiences were also the most recent. 
 
A: The students want a patient teacher with them making errors and understanding that 
it’s hard for them, compassionate.  For the teacher to be willing to go over a concept 
again.  To take the time with them.  For some English to be used and other techniques.  
They don’t like to get lost.  Some students didn’t want much English.  That was mixed 
(discussion of questionnaire date). 
 
J: I think I’ve seen this a lot, students who complain about NS who set a high 
expectation, for instance the preterit/imperfect, because it’s been taught once they (NS 
teachers) expect students to be able to use it like in their writing and they are almost like, 
what a dumb student.  It’s like they can’t comprehend why they don’t get it after it’s been 
taught. 
 
A: You think NS may do that more. 
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J: Yeah, I’ve seen that probably more in NS and that probably has a lot to do with the 
compassion issue and I think one thing clear in a NNS’ mind is how repetition is the law 
of the learning. 
 
M: But NS learned English as an L2. 
 
O: But it’s not Spanish.  I think it matters because at least when I am in a Spanish context 
and I am a NS and you may have learned English but I don’t associate my English 
learning experience with them learning Spanish (discuss how maybe she is unique b/c she 
lived in CA from age of 6).  I remember my students saying they were happy with 
beginning teachers who spoke more Spanish in class (talking about teaching English). 
 
H: You can never please everyone as a NS or NNS. 
 
O: A student was happy I had high standards and that I pushed him.  He felt he did a 
better job.  Although my grading was hard.  But other students hated it that I used so 
much Spanish and that I rushed through things in Spanish and didn’t use English.  So 
what do you do? 
 
H: We return to your 1st question, who is the best teacher of any subject?  Teacher needs 
to have motivation, but the students must also.  We have to push some students, not pick 
on them, understand them, push them.  When you can find motivation mixed with their 
motivation is good.  I compare my experience learning English with them learning 
Spanish.  Of course we have to say it was harder for us, we didn’t have a syllabus.  I tried 
to speak English to learn it.  I knew English was very important for my career, so I was 
very motivated to learn it.  I learned in the school then I went to museums to practice and 
meet tourists.  I practiced a lot.  It was hard.  But comparing with here, sometimes I get 
disappointed because they have syllabus, worried teachers, books and they aren’t 
motivated.  They have reviews for the exams, exams, syllabus. 
 
M: But those things don’t encourage students to learn or put sentences together.  It 
teaches them to learn facts and conjugate verbs but not speak Spanish.  There is too much 
material; we have to rush through.  There is no vocabulary list. 
 
H: Here we have the compassion.  The syllabus says 2 hours outside of class; if you 
follow that you will improve, consult your dictionary, ask your teacher, read more.  You 
correct all the writings, then 3-4 students only try to learn from their mistakes. 
 
(Mary tells story about girls studying for final in library just staring at the “Del pasado al 
presente” section and making point that time does not guarantee success).  
 
(Hector talks about piano student having to practice everyday and that language students 
have to do the same). 
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(Mary says she needs to teach her students how to study). 
 
(Joe clarifies that Mary means that the students are not improving their position to have 
success on the exam, but maybe they are learning.  Mary agrees and asserts that we need 
to teach them how to study). 
 
(Hector reiterates necessity to keep practicing/studying at home). 
 
O: They don’t even know what a subject, verb is, but they don’t know the grammar in 
English, so it starts way back. 
 
M: It’s our job teach it. 
 
O: It’s a lot to do, get through the syllabus, teach them study habits, teach them grammar 
in English. 
 
A: In TESOL there’s a basis for NS from inner circle.  Do you think it exists in the FL 
profession or what do you think about this bias in TESOL?  Do you think it comes from 
the view that NNS are not as entitled to teach the language, or is it political? 
(I explain this more, hiring, etc). 
(I tell Cathryn’s example, NS get TESOL jobs first then NNS get leftovers) 
 
O: It’s clearly political.  I am thinking about this worldwide scenario teaching English in 
the TESOL profession.  The problem is English is not only the property of the US, Can, 
Britain; it’s a worldwide language.  Indian English is Indian English and so I wouldn’t 
teach there because I can’t teach the language they need.  It’s highly political.  Because 
you are from one of the desired target cultures you would be better. 
 
J: I think there’s something else because of the diversity in ESL.  I think attitudes towards 
the speaker will change because of the class composition of its members.  In Guatemala, 
a Spanish-speaking environment, you have say a Spanish-speaker teaching Spanish, and 
you have an Asian, Russian, a mixed class.  What are they going to want?  A Spanish-
speaker. 
 
O: That’s not the situation.  In the U. S. you get that mixed environment but not here. It’s 
about money.  In my university in Mexico Canadians are being hired to teach in the 
teacher training program.  They more often come with a bachelors or masters.  But, that 
doesn’t cover it all.  It’s almost racist, a true basis thinking that English should be spoken 
in one way and it’s not the case, English is spoken in so many ways and adapted to their 
own needs that has nothing to do with the U.S. I am thinking of the VW factory in Puebla 
people learn English there to speak to their German bosses.  This has nothing to do with 
US, Canada or Great Britain, this is the Lingua Franca.  So you could learn it from a NS 
or NNS; it doesn’t matter.  We can’t continue with this imperialistic idea of spreading 
English and culture.  We can’t transfer this to Spanish because Spanish is not a dominate 
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language, as natives we still have some territorially over Spanish because it’s not 
dominate. 
 
J: Bias isn’t necessarily racist.  We are dealing with people having to hire.  OPI 
administration can be costly.  Nativity ensures their language ability at least even if not 
their teaching ability.  That’s a good generalization.   
 
H: We prefer a NS to teach us because we just feel or think that they speak the best 
language that we want to learn.  They are the best model.  If I will live in U.S. I want to 
learn from the best NS of US English I can find.  I am speaking generally based on my 
experiences and my friends’ experiences. 
 
O: I loved my first French teacher from Michoacan and she spoke French with a 
Michoacan accent and I was appalled by her accent but she was wonderful as a teacher, 
so compassionate then we got a French teacher from France and she was a witch and I 
didn’t learn from her. 
 
A: Did you get over her accent? 
O: I had her for 2 semesters and I leaned what I had to learn.  Then I fell in love with the 
French accent even though I didn’t like her. 
 
M: I don’t know what the benefit of having a NS at the early levels is because the NS 
shouldn’t expect the students to attain an accent anywhere near their accent or 
proficiency for the first 2 years, so having a NS I don’t think theoretically is so important, 
yeah you are a better model, but the students won’t reach your level. 
 
O: We are all like the ideal language learners, so it’s hard to generalize from us.  
 
J: I first went abroad not to learn the language. 
A: Does it matter if we have the perfect model if we are never going to get there? 
(M agrees. H says we have to try.) 
 
J: It has a lot to do with the acculturation model.  They can get pretty close, but you have 
to change your identity.  They move there; they marry a girl.  They won’t be native, but 
close with such high motivation. 
 
M: I don’t want to do that. 
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