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| ABSTRACT

The English language teaching (ELT) profession remains steeped in native-speakerism ideologies that disproportionately
marginalize non-native English-speaking teachers (NNESTSs), despite their constituting the majority of the global ELT workforce.
This paper investigates the systemic challenges NNESTs face, including hiring discrimination, wage gaps, and accent bias, while
spotlighting their resilience and transformative potential within the profession. Drawing on recent empirical research and policy
developments, this paper reframes perceived professional deficits as sources of pedagogical strength. NNESTs" multilingual
awareness, personal language-learning journeys, and cross-cultural competencies position them uniquely to connect with
learners and model realistic paths to English proficiency. This paper explores how native speakerism is embedded in structures
of coloniality and neoliberalism. It then highlights emerging shifts—both pedagogical and institutional—that prioritize
intelligibility over accent. Ultimately, this paper argues that NNESTs are not only overcoming entrenched bias but actively
reshaping what it means to be a credible, effective language teacher in a global context. By asserting their legitimacy, NNESTs
challenge outdated norms and help create a more inclusive, authentic, and learner-centered vision of English education.
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1. Introduction

The global English language teaching (ELT) landscape presents a striking paradox. Valued at $54.8 billion, the ELT
industry thrives on the global demand for English as a lingua franca among millions of non-native speakers (Holmes Report,
2024). Yet, despite comprising roughly 80 percent of the global ELT workforce (TESOL Statistics, 2023), non-native
English-speaking teachers (NNESTs) remain marginalized by enduring native-speakerism ideologies. These biases manifest not
only in hiring discrimination—rooted in colonial-era conceptions of linguistic legitimacy (Paciorkowski, 2021; Maganaka, 2023)—
but also in compensation: NNESTs earn on average 28 percent less than their native-speaker counterparts in comparable roles
(TESOL Salary Report, 2023).

However, these systemic inequities have catalyzed a powerful counternarrative. Far from being defined by deficit, many
NNESTs are reclaiming their professional identities by leveraging their multilingual awareness, deep insights into the
language-learning process, and cross-cultural adaptability. Empirical studies have underscored the pedagogical strengths of
NNESTs: Kurniawati (2018) and Ghane & Razmi (2023) showed that NNESTs" metalinguistic processing yields more precise and
timely feedback in the classroom. Meanwhile, policy innovations—from the Seoul Declaration’s blind-recruitment protocols
across 18 Asian nations (2023) to Chile’s NNEST-inclusion mandate, which cut student complaints by 22 percent by 2024
(Ministry of Education, 2024)—signal a growing shift toward equity.
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Although prior research has thoroughly documented the marginalization of NNESTs (Moussu, 2018; Maganaka, 2023),
much less attention has been paid to how NNESTSs’ lived experiences and adaptive strategies are actively reshaping notions of
pedagogical credibility. This paper synthesizes empirical findings, sociolinguistic theory, and emerging policy reforms to
illuminate how NNESTs—through their accent negotiation, multilingual competence, and empathetic pedagogy—are disrupting
native-speakerist norms and forging more inclusive standards of professionalism.

This paper examines three interrelated domains:

1. The persistence of the native-speaker fallacy and its impact on NNEST professional identity;
2. The role of accent bias in constructing—or undermining—teacher credibility; and

3. The emergence of inclusive professionalism standards that foreground intelligibility, empathy, and multilingual
competence.

By centering NNESTSs' voices and strategies, this paper argues that these individuals are not merely overcoming
systemic bias—they are leading the charge toward a more just, inclusive, and globally relevant vision of ELT.

2. Confronting the Native-Speaker Fallacy

The persistence of the native-speaker fallacy continues to pose a substantive challenge for non-native English-speaking
teachers (NNESTs), who are frequently constructed as less legitimate or effective than their native English-speaking counterparts
(NESTSs). Rooted in native-speakerism ideology, the belief that “native” speakers are inherently superior language teachers
(Holliday, 2006). This fallacy sustains institutional and societal biases that undermine the professional credibility, abilities, and
diverse linguistic expertise of NNESTSs. This bias manifests in discriminatory hiring practices, such as job advertisements explicitly
privileging NESTs (Mackenzie, 2020), salary disparities (Flynn & Gulikers, 2001), and limited career advancement (Ruecker & lves,
2015). These inequities are further compounded by intersecting biases tied to race, nationality, and gender (Fithriani, 2018),
perpetuating what scholars frame as neo-colonial hierarchies in ELT (Kiczkowiak & Wu, 2018).

The consequences extend beyond institutional barriers. NNESTs report psycho-emotional stress, eroded professional
identity, and even unemployment despite meeting qualifications (Nigar et al., 2023), This situation is a testament to the pervasive
reach of native-speakerism and its entanglement with global neoliberal ideologies that commodify "ideal" English proficiency.

Despite these barriers, NNESTs are reclaiming agency through deliberate action. Many NNESTSs actively resist these
constructs via targeted professionalization aimed at affirming their legitimacy: pursuing advanced degrees (Lin & Shi, 2021),
honing pedagogical content knowledge, and strategically demonstrating linguistic fluency. In parallel, NNESTs frequently invest
in expanding their disciplinary literacy and technological fluency, thereby actively challenging monolithic constructions of
language expertise. Such efforts not only challenge deficit narratives but also expose the paradox of native-speakerism, which
often ignores NESTs' potential gaps in metalinguistic awareness or localized teaching competence.

By redefining expertise as multidimensional (pedagogical, cultural, and linguistic), NNESTs are disrupting ELT's
monolingual bias. Their advocacy reveals a fundamental truth: effective teaching stems from skill—not birthplace. To fully
dismantle these biases, institutions must prioritize qualifications and cultural awareness over passports, creating an ELT
environment where diverse teaching backgrounds are valued as professional assets. This shift is crucial for moving beyond
colonial hierarchies toward truly equitable practice—the more we embrace diverse educators, the better English education
becomes for all learners.

3. Challenging Credibility and Accent Bias for NNESTs
3.1.Reframing Credibility Through Experience and Empathy

One of the most enduring challenges faced by NNESTSs is establishing credibility as competent and trustworthy
professionals. This difficulty is often exacerbated by native-speakerism ideologies, which conflate linguistic nativeness with
pedagogical superiority and communicative competence (Derwing & Munro, 2005). Yet, far from being a deficit, NNESTs' lived
experience as successful language learners can be a source of professional strength. Drawing on their own language acquisition
journeys, formal teacher training, and rich cross-cultural perspectives, NNESTs are well positioned to connect authentically with
students and model realistic, attainable paths to English proficiency.

Empirical evidence supports this reframing. Camacho and Hugo (2023) found that students frequently view NNESTs as
relatable figures because they have navigated similar challenges in learning English. This shared background fosters trust and
enhances the teacher—student relationship, reinforcing the perception of NNESTSs as credible, empathetic role models. Similarly,
Rahman (2020) reported that learners valued NNESTs’ deep understanding of language learning difficulties, highlighting their
ability to create supportive, learner-centered environments. These findings suggest that credibility in ELT is not solely a function
of accent or origin, but of pedagogical sensitivity, cultural responsiveness, and the capacity to inspire.

Sociolinguistic frameworks such as World Englishes further strengthen the case for NNEST legitimacy. By integrating
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diverse linguistic varieties into English curricula, educators can help dismantle stereotypes about non-native accents, normalize
linguistic diversity, and cultivate students’ appreciation for English as a global, pluricentric language (Mesthrie & Bhatt, 2008;
Botha & Bernaisch, 2024).

3.2.Accent Bias and the Shift Toward Intelligibility

A particularly persistent barrier to NNEST credibility is accent bias—the misconception that non-native pronunciation
signals linguistic inadequacy or inferior teaching ability (Kirkpatrick, 2007; Boonsuk et al., 2023). Such bias marginalizes NNESTs
professionally and reinforces the harmful belief that only "native-like” English is valid. However, recent research reveals that
exposure to accent diversity offers both pedagogical and cognitive benefits. Tergujeff and Kuronen (2023), for example, found
that students exposed to multiple English accents developed stronger auditory processing skills, suggesting that varied linguistic
input enhances neuroplasticity and long-term listening comprehension.

Pedagogical innovations are also addressing accent bias directly. One such approach, the “Accent Detective”
framework, invites students to analyze and compare global English varieties—including Nigerian, Indian, and Scottish English—
and promotes linguistic awareness and cognitive flexibility (Balas et al.,, 2023). These practices shift student focus from accent
conformity to communicative competence. This change is increasingly reflected beyond the classroom: a 2024 Harvard Business
Review report revealed that 89% of Fortune 500 companies now prioritize intelligibility over accent reduction in their corporate
language training programs (Harvard Business Review, 2024).

These developments underscore a growing shift in both educational and professional spheres. Baker (2021) found that
students were more influenced by teachers’ instructional clarity and ability to build rapport than by their pronunciation,
reinforcing the argument that teaching quality—not accent—is the key determinant of credibility. Studies have also shown that
students who engage with diverse Englishes develop greater tolerance for accent differences, improved intercultural
competence, and reduced bias (Eslami et al.,, 2018; Mesthrie & Bhatt, 2008).

3.3.Toward a More Inclusive Standard of Professionalism

Rather than viewing their non-native status as a liability, NNESTs can and should assert their roles as globally
competent educators. By emphasizing pedagogical expertise, fostering inclusive learning environments, and modeling real-world
English usage, they can help students become effective communicators in a multilingual world.
Yet this shift cannot rely solely on individual teachers; institutional change is equally essential. Hiring practices must move
beyond accent-based preferences and focus on teaching competence, and accreditation bodies should revise teacher-training
curricula to include modules on World Englishes, anti-bias pedagogy, and sociolinguistic diversity. Schools and universities
should also implement professional development programs that actively support NNESTs' advancement into leadership roles.

As the research consistently shows, intelligibility, relatability, and instructional effectiveness—not accent—are central to
professional credibility. Integrating World Englishes into both teacher training and classroom practice not only challenges bias,
but also better prepares learners for the linguistic realities of global communication. To this end, teacher education programs
should include explicit training on accent diversity awareness and intelligibility-focused instruction—equipping educators to
recognize, respect, and effectively teach with a wide range of English varieties.

4. Conclusion

The challenges NNESTs face—native-speakerism, accent bias, and institutional marginalization—are undeniably
systemic, but they are not insurmountable. What has emerged from this discussion is a powerful counternarrative: non-native
teachers are not deficient; they are uniquely equipped to prepare students for the realities of global English communication.
Their multilingual backgrounds, empathetic understanding of language acquisition, and ability to navigate linguistic diversity
position them as ideal mediators in today’s intercultural classrooms.

Crucially, the fight for professional equity is not the sole responsibility of NNESTs. Institutions must reform
discriminatory hiring practices, and English teacher training programs should embed training on accent diversity, intelligibility,
and native-speakerism bias. Learners, too, must be taught to value communication competence over native-like fluency. These
changes reflect the growing legitimacy of World Englishes and a shift toward a more inclusive understanding of English.

As the field of ELT moves forward, professional organizations and accrediting bodies must also lead by example—
setting anti-discrimination standards, revising evaluation rubrics, and auditing institutional policies for bias. Recruitment
processes should emphasize teaching effectiveness over nativeness through equitable job descriptions, blind hiring, and
transparent evaluation criteria. Meanwhile, ELT curricula should reflect global English varieties and foster intercultural
competence, preparing learners for authentic, international communication.

In this evolving landscape, NNESTs are not on the margins of ELT—they are at its forefront. They are not only resisting
systemic barriers but transforming them into catalysts for innovation. By reframing professional identity, challenging narrow
definitions of linguistic credibility, and embracing multilingualism as an asset, NNESTs are leading the way toward a more
inclusive and globally relevant model of English language teaching.

Ultimately, the future of ELT belongs not to those who uphold outdated norms, but to those who challenge and
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redefine them. The leadership of NNESTs will ensure that the profession reflects the linguistic realities of our world—one where
diversity is not merely tolerated but celebrated, and where educators are valued not for where they were born, but for how well
they teach.
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