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Abstract  

This study investigates the Iraqi learners’ perceptions of non-native English-speaking teachers 

(NNESTs) at Komar University, Iraq and explores the extent to which NNESTs can be 

differentiated in terms of teaching different skills and their English language knowledge. A 

quantitative questionnaire focusing on NNESTs effectiveness in teaching the target culture, easing 

the learning process, their own proficiency, and effectiveness of their techniques to teaching 

different language skills was adopted from Ürkmez (2015) to collect the data of the study. A total 

of 37 responses were collected among students at Komar University through Google Forms 

software. The data were subsequently analyzed using tables to understand the data in a better way. 

The findings of this study reveal that Iraqi students studying at Komar University have a positive 

attitude toward non-native teachers at Komar University. Indeed, students even show a preference 

for non-native teachers for learning particular language skills.   

Keywords: Komar University, non-native teachers, students’ perception, teaching skills  

 

Cite as:   Aziz, A. R., Saeed, K. A., Ismael, K.O., &  Mahmood, R. M. (2022). Perceptions of 

Iraqi EFL Learners towards Non-native English Instructors at the Department of English of 

Komar University. Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Proceedings of  KUST, Iraq Conference 

2022  (1)2-15.  DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/KUST.1   

 

 

mailto:awder.raza@komar.edu.iq


Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Proceedings of  KUST, Iraq Conference 2022     

Perceptions of Iraqi EFL Learners towards Non-native English                       Aziz, Saeed, Ismael, &  Mahmood 

 

  

 

Arab World English Journal                                                                       

www.awej.org 

ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

3 
 

 
 

 

Introduction  

The English language is widely considered to be one of the most common languages in writing, 

speaking and reading, and as a result, the demands for learning the language are increasing day by 

day. The English language is no longer the preserve of native countries such as the United 

Kingdom or the United States, and the use of the language has spread to other countries where it 

is used as an official language, such as India and Singapore (McAuthor, 2004). While the 

international nature of English language teaching means that it is taught mostly by non-native 

teachers, many studies have demonstrated that learners prefer native teachers to learning a foreign 

language (Cook, 1999). Considerable academic discussion has focused on comparisons between 

native and non-native teachers, with different studies concluding different findings (Alseweed, 

2012).  

  

            Students studying the English language in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, especially those 

at Komar University, have an extensive experience of learning with both native and non-native 

teachers, and this study aims to explore learners’ perceptions regarding their native and non-native 

teachers and the extent to which non-native teacher can be differentiated in terms of teaching 

different language skills, language proficiency, and easing the process of learning.  

 

Objectives of the Study  

            This study aims to serve two objectives. Firstly, it aims to identify learners’ perceptions 

towards non-native teachers at Komar University, and secondly, to explore the extent to which 

non-native teachers can be differentiated in terms of being effective in teaching English language 

skills. Relying on these objectives, this study attempts to answer the following research questions:  

1- What are learners’ perceptions towards non-native teachers at Komar University? 

2- To what extent can non-native teachers be differentiated in teaching different language 

skills? 

 

Significances of the Study  

The significance of this study lies in its examination of an important issue within the local 

context of Komar University. Furthermore, the findings of this study should shed light on the 

variety of perceptions among learners regarding non-native teachers at Komar University. 

Additionally, it is believed that this study would make a contribution to the existing literature. The 

findings of this study may also be beneficial to English teachers who might face confidence issues 

due to their status as non-native users of the English language. 

 

Literature Review  

The precise definition of a native speaker has been found to be very controversial in the 

domain of linguistics. According to Suarez (2000), the term native is a traditional word that refers 

to something local, and, in the specific context of language learning, people generally prefer to 

hear the term native more than non-native. The term non-native has a lower level of preferences 

for various reasons; for instance, non-native instructors are often perceived as offering a lower 

quality of teaching than native-speaking instructors. Also, the researchers note, linguistically, 
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anything which is preceded by the prefix ‘non-’ is often seen as negative and of lower quality. In 

terms of definitions for the term native speaker found in previous studies, speakers are regarded 

as natives, provided they have been exposed to a language since birth; alternatively, the language 

that an individual first hears should be considered as his/her first language (Davies, 1991). 

However, this definition also is not without its limitations. An individual might be exposed to a 

language, get education in a different one, and feel more expressive in even another different 

language. Therefore, the researchers propose that a native speaker of a language is someone who 

feels confident and can express herself emotionally without having much difficulty.  

In discussions of the definition of non-native speakers or instructors, issues and priorities 

are not defined in such clear terms which people and students can understand, with many teachers 

themselves reluctant to discuss the issue in-depth (Jin, 2005). However, Lewier and Bilmona 

(2010) have argued that non-native instructors could be more beneficial than native teachers in 

some cases, a view which is supported by Mydgys (1994) who notes that non-native teachers are 

more familiar with their students’ needs since they have been through the same stages. 

Additionally, non-native teachers with the same mother tongue as their students can use the 

language which they share with their students to provide necessary communications, which might 

result in yielding a better learning environment for the learners.  

Earlier studies have suggested that native speakers are more suitable language teachers 

because they are more capable of utilizing the English language fluently (Hertel & Sunderman, 

2009), but this belief has been challenged in recent years with non-native English language 

teachers outnumbering native teachers and, more particularly, the continuing growth of the English 

language as an international language which is spoken and written worldwide (Canagarajah, 1999). 

Moreover, some studies (Ling & Braine, 2007; Zhai, 2019) which explored the perceptions of non-

native English language teachers among Asian learners demonstrate that Asian students from 

Hong Kong have positive attitudes toward non-native English language teachers, stating that non-

native English language teachers display the same level of competence as native teachers. 

Respondents of the same studies also appreciated what non-native English language teachers could 

offer them as students, suggesting that their shared cultural background and goals were the reason 

behind these positive views. Students’ opinions regarding non-native English language teachers 

have changed over time; non-native English language teachers are now accepted by students as 

much as native teachers. According to studies by Ling & Braine (2007), most students who have 

been taught by non-native English language teachers have a positive view of their teachers in 

comparison to those students who have not been taught by non-native English language teachers. 

Likewise, Moussu & Llurda (2008) found that the main negative aspect of non-native English 

language teachers, which students mention, is their weaker accent and pronunciation which is less 

clear than native teachers. While this may not qualify non-native English language teachers to be 

considered as good English language teachers, it is also possible that students might use this as an 

excuse for not studying well by saying they are unable to understand non-native English language 
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teachers. The findings of these studies demonstrate that native and none-native teachers of English 

language have their own strengths or possible weaknesses. 

A number of studies have been conducted at different universities both within Kurdistan 

and abroad which examine students’ perceptions of non-native instructors. For example, a study 

by Liaw (2012) found that many university students drop out of their language studies because 

they were not comfortable with their native teachers, arguing that the fostering of a relaxing 

environment does not necessarily depend on whether the teacher is native or non-native but rather 

on their qualifications and teaching methodology. What matters most to students is their teachers’ 

knowledge, teaching experience, daily plans, syllabus, and techniques, all of which determine 

whether or not the teacher is qualified for the learning process. In the same vein, studying the 

perspectives of teachers and administrators on the knowledge base of English-speaking teachers, 

Zhang and Zhang (2014) concluded that administrators extensively seek language proficiency and 

teaching skills in NNESTs. These requirements, as they concluded, might differ for native 

language teachers of English language. 

Another study by Hertel & Sunderman (2009) revealed that a majority of respondents 

aimed to have non-native instructors which the students believed were more effective in teaching 

the language because they can comprehend the issues more easily. Also, non-native English 

language teachers were seen to be more patient and comprehensible than native teachers because 

they have been through the process of learning English and can more easily understand the needs 

of their students. The study also noted that the shared cultural background and ease of 

understanding were significant factors. 

Furthermore, Alsweed (2012) conducted a study at Qassim University in Saudi Arabia 

among students taught by native and non-native teachers found that non-native English language 

teachers were considered more effective because they had gone through the process of learning 

the English language rather than being an instructor in the same language. Seidlhofer (2011) argues 

that the property of being good at teaching the English language is no longer restricted to native 

speakers only; it is now achievable for anyone who wishes to use the language. If this were the 

case, it would be a huge benefit in the language world because language is becoming global in a 

true sense especially given the fact that the majority of English users are now found in non-native 

English- speaking countries in which English is the primary means of communicating with 

students and other people whose mother tongue is not English.  

Nonetheless, the findings on this topic are by no means unanimous. Other studies of 

students and teachers also suggest that the native instructors are seen as the owners of the language 

and the masters of teaching the language (Aneja, 2016; Chomsky, 1965). Therefore, native 

teachers are more preferred compared to none-native teachers of English language by 
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administrators and students.  

The results of these studies show there is inconsistency among administrators and students 

on their perception of none-native teachers of English language. As no previous studies were found 

to indicate learner’s perception towards none-native teachers at Komar University, the results of 

this study shed some light on students’ perceptions towards the none-native teachers at the 

university.  

Methodology  

Research Methods 

In order to answer the research questions of this study, a quantitative method was utilized 

as a primary method. The quantitative method is seen as the most suitable means of collecting 

numerical data from a higher number of participants within a short period of time and is considered 

to be more effective. In this study, data was collected from (37) learners using a survey format 

before being subjected to analysis. “Quantitative research involves the collection of data so that 

information can be quantified and subjected to statistical treatment in order to support or refute 

alternative knowledge claims” (Williams, 2011, p.6) 

Participants  

A total of 37 members who they were 11 males and 26 females’ students at different stages 

of their academic careers participated in this survey. The participants were asked to answer a series 

of multiple-choice questions addressing their experiences with their instructors.  

Department of English at Komar University 

The Department of English at Komar University provides a high-quality education to their 

students by delivering quality academic services such as lectures in the English language, 

seminars, discussions and workshops. Students attending the University, and the Department of 

English in particular, should be able to be utilize the four main skills of reading, writing, speaking, 

and listening. 

Research Tools 

The three-page questionnaire which was sent to the students to answer consisted of a page giving 

a brief introduction about the research and its aims and a guide on how to answer the survey. The 

second page includes a consent declaration that the participants are willing to answer the 

questionnaire followed by the only personal question in the questionnaire, a query about the 

gender of the participant. Using a method adopted from Ürkmez (2015), the subsequent fifteen 

questions asked students their opinions about non-native instructors in which participants stated 

their agreement with the statements according to five degrees: 1- strongly disagree, 2- disagree, 
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3- neither agree nor disagree, 4- agree, 5- strongly disagree. The questions were divided into four 

categories: question (1) sought to identify whether students prefer non-native English language 

teachers or native teachers to learn about English culture; questions (2-7) asked which of the two 

types of instructor makes it easy to understand the foreign language; questions (8-9) examined 

participants’ perceptions of the proficiency level of non-native English language teachers and 

native teachers at various levels; and questions (10-15) queried the different language 

proficiency skills of non-native English language teachers and native teachers. 

Data Collection Procedures 

The data was collected over a five-day period to ensure a high level of participation; the 

students were all students at the Department of English because all the teachers of this department 

are non-native. The questions were straightforward, and the questionnaire only took around five 

minutes to complete.  

Data Analysis Procedure 

The quantitative data that was collected through the questionnaires was then analysed 

statistically using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software (version 22). A series 

of descriptive statistical tools were applied to the data in order to obtain reliable results for the 

study. 

 

Results And Discussion  

Results 

The questionnaire consists of fifteen questions which are divided to four categories: the first part 

of the questionnaire is related to their gender as is shown in the table below: 

 

Table 1. Demographic Information Results 

Question Male Female 

Gender 29.7% 70.3% 

As can be seen in Table 1, the percentage of females who participated in the questionnaire was 

70.3% and that of males was only 29.7%. As a result, the majority of the participants were females.  

 

The questions were grouped together into categories of related questions, the first of which 

related to whether or not teaching the target culture would be easier with native teachers. The 

second category, questions (2-7), examined the ease of the learning process, and the third category, 

questions (8-9), query the proficiency of teachers in classes of different levels. Finally, the fourth 

category investigates the proficiency of teachers in different language skills questions (10-15). 

Each category is described below in detail. 
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Table 2. Teaching Target Culture Results 

QUESTION STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

DISAGREE NEITHER 

AGREE 

NOR 

DISAGREE 

AGREE STRONGLY 

AGREE 

I can learn better 

about the culture 

of the English-

speaking people 

with a native 

teacher. 

A non-native 

English teacher 

is competent 

because he/she 

is more aware of 

the students’ 

culture 

5.4% 

 

5.4% 

2.7% 

 

21.6% 

27.0% 

 

18.9% 

𝟑𝟕. 𝟖% 

 

54.1% 

2𝟕. 𝟎% 

 

0.0% 

The first category of the questionnaire contained only two questions. For the first question as is 

shown in Table 2, majority of the students, 64.8% of participants, agreed that they are able to learn 

about the culture of English-speaking people with native teachers. 27.0% of the respondents were 

neutral, but only 8.1% of the respondents disagreed that learning the target culture would be better 

with native teachers. The issue of the ease of learning a language were examined in a series of six 

questions. The second question asked whether an English teacher is competent because she/he is 

more aware of the student’s culture. As can be seen in Table 2, the majority of respondents, 54.1%, 

agreed with this statement, with 18.9% of participants offering a neutral response. However, 27.0% 

of respondents disagreed with the statement. 

 

Table 3. Easing the Learning Process Results 

QUESTION 
STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 
DISAGREE 

NEITHER 

AGREE 

NOR 

DISAGREE 

AGREE 
STRONGLY 

AGREE 

Native teacher is better 

in classroom because 

they do not know 

students' first language 

5.4% 29.7% 16.2% 𝟑𝟓. 𝟏% 𝟏𝟑. 𝟓% 

A non-native English 

teacher is aware of 

students’ language 

needs and language 

0.0% 8.1% 18.9% 𝟓𝟏. 𝟒% 𝟐𝟏. 𝟔% 
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learning difficulties 

A non-native English 

teacher is friendly 

because she provides a 

relaxed learning 

environment 

8.1% 16.2% 27.0% 𝟒𝟑. 𝟐% 𝟓. 𝟒% 

A non-native English 

teacher is experienced 

because he/she is more 

conscious of the 

students’ learning styles 

5.4% 21.6% 10.8% 𝟓𝟏. 𝟒% 𝟏𝟎. 𝟖% 

I would have more 

positive attitudes toward 

the learning of English 

if I had a native English 

teacher 

5.4% 8.1% 37.8% 𝟑𝟐. 𝟒% 𝟏𝟔. 𝟐% 

The first item of this category asked whether native teachers are better in the classroom 

because they are unfamiliar with their students’ native language. The results from the questionnaire 

show that more students, 48.6% of participants, agreed with this; 16.2% were neutral and 35.1% 

disagreed. The second statement in this category stated whether a non-native English teacher is 

aware of their students’ language needs and language learning difficulties. The results from the 

questionnaire demonstrate that 73% of the participants agreed with this statement, 18.9% were 

neutral, and that only 8.1% disagreed with the statement. The third statement investigated whether 

none-native teachers provide a helpful environment for learning. The results indicate that nearly 

half of the students agreed with the statement. The fourth statement in the category investigated 

whether non-native teachers can be considered experienced because they are more conscious of 

the students’ learning styles. The results revealed that 62.2% of participants agreed with this 

statement; only 10.8% were neutral but 27.0% disagreed. The final item of this category is about 

whether students would have more positive attitudes toward learning English if the teacher is 

native. As is shown in Table 3, 48.6% of participants agreed, while 37.8% were neutral and only 

13.1% of the participants disagreed with this statement. 

 

Table 4. Proficiency of the Teacher in High/Low Level Results 

Question Strongly 

disagree 

disagree Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

A non-native teacher can 

be more helpful for 

elementary level students 

2.7% 32.4% 16.2% 𝟑𝟓. 𝟏% 𝟏3.5% 

A non-native teacher can 

be more helpful for higher 
10.8% 29.7% 24.3% 𝟑𝟐. 𝟒% 𝟐. 𝟕% 
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level students 

The third category of the questionnaire consists of two statements examining whether the 

proficiency of the teacher in high- or low-level classes is relevant to learning the English language. 

The first statement examined the usefulness of non-native teachers in elementary level classes, 

with 48.6% of participants agreeing that they were useful, with 16.2% neutral and 35.1% 

disagreeing. The second question in this category was about whether non-native teacher can be 

more helpful for higher level students. The results show that 35.1% of participants agreed with this 

statement and 24.3% were neutral, but a higher number of respondents, 40.5%, disagreed with this.    

Table 5. Proficiency of the Teacher in Teaching Language Skills Results 

Question Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

agree 

A non-native teacher 

can teach speaking 

skills better 

10.8% 27.0% 29.7% 𝟐𝟒. 𝟑% 𝟖. 𝟏% 

A non- native 

teacher can teach 

listening skills better 

13.5% 18.9% 24.3% 𝟑𝟓. 𝟏% 𝟖. 𝟏% 

A non- native 

teacher can teach 

grammar better 

8.1% 16.2% 27.0% 𝟑𝟓. 𝟏% 𝟏𝟑. 𝟓% 

A non-native teacher 

can teach 

vocabulary better 

13.5% 16.2% 40.5% 𝟐𝟒. 𝟑% 𝟓. 𝟒% 

A non-native teacher 

can teach writing 

skill better 

8.1% 18.9% 35.1% 𝟑𝟓. 𝟏% 𝟐. 𝟕% 

A non-native teacher 

can teach reading 

skill better 

10.8% 16.2% 29.7% 𝟒𝟎. 𝟓% 𝟐. 𝟕% 

The last category of this questionnaire consisted of six questions querying whether the 

proficiency of teacher in different language skills is important in teaching the English language. 

The results are shown in Table 5. The first statement was about whether a non-native teacher is 

better equipped to teach speaking skills, and most participants, 37.8%, disagreed with this, with 

29.7% neutral and 32.4% agreeing. In terms of listening skills, 43.4% of respondents agreed that 

non-native teachers were more proficient, with 24.3% neutral and 32. 4% disagreeing. In terms of 

teaching grammar, most of the students, 48.6%, agreed that non-native teachers were more 

proficient, with 27.0% neutral and 24.3% disagreeing. In terms of teaching vocabulary, the data 

that was collected showed that 40.5% of participants were neutral on this issue, with 29.7% 

agreeing and 29.7% disagreeing. In terms of writing skills, 37.8% of the participants agreed that 

non-native teachers were more effective, with 35.1% neutral and 27.0% disagreeing. Finally, 
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43.2% agreed that non-native teachers were more effective in teaching reading skills, with 29.7% 

neutral and 27.0% disagreeing. 

 

The aim of this study is to investigate the perceptions of the students at Komar University 

toward non-native teachers. Therefore, most of the discussion is done with this in mind.   

 

Students’ Perceptions Toward Non-native Instructors: Major Findings 

The results of this study indicate that learners at Komar University have various 

perceptions towards non-native instructors. For example, a high percentage of learners thought 

that a non-native teacher would not be able to teach the target culture as accurately as native 

speakers because they are too closely integrated into their own culture. Furthermore, another 

significant finding is the fact that students at Komar University believed that non-native instructors 

are more aware of their students’ needs and difficulties. Students also think that non-native 

teachers are friendlier and provide a better learning environment and that non-native teachers are 

particularly useful at the elementary school level.  

 

The findings of this study are both in agreement with and contrast with those of another 

study by Alseweed (2012). For instance, Alseweed’s research into Saudi students also found that 

students prefer learning English with native teachers as it permits interaction with their own 

culture. However, while Saudi students believed that native teachers provide a better learning 

environment, Komar students believed that non-native teachers provide a more relaxed and 

friendlier environment which fosters a better learning experience.  

To What Extent Can Non-native Teachers Be Differentiated in Terms of Teaching Different 

Skills? 

Another main focus of this study was whether it is possible to differentiate between non-

native teachers in teaching different skills. The findings of this study demonstrate that while 

students prefer native teachers for teaching speaking and pronunciation, students assume that 

acquiring listening skills will be easier with non-native teachers. Most students also think that 

reading skills can be taught more effectively by non-native teachers. Moreover, the students also 

preferred non-native teachers for teaching grammar skills.  

 

These findings are somewhat in agreement with the study by Ürkmez (2015) where Turkish 

learners were found to believe that native teachers are more proficient in teaching listening skills, 

although in contrast to Komar students’ Turkish students also suggested that native teachers were 

more effective in teaching reading skills. However, the findings indicate that both Turkish students 

and learners at Komar University believe that non-native teachers are better at teaching grammar 

skills.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The main purpose of this study was to explore the perception of non-native teachers among 

students of Komar University. The findings of this study show that learners have generally positive 

attitudes and perceptions of non-native teachers, noting a marked preference for non-native 
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teachers when acquiring listening, reading, and grammar skills. However, for pronunciation and 

speaking, a native speaker of the language is still preferred. The results demonstrate that there is a 

somewhat a general preference for non-native teachers at Komar University which can be 

attributed to various reasons and aspects such as their ways and techniques of teaching the 

language and making things easier for the students because they went through same situations. 

 

Limitations and Future Studies   

As with all research, this study also has a number of limitations. First of all, all of the data 

used in the study was obtained using questionnaire methods which means that the obtained results 

lack a certain degree of depth. Also, the results cannot be generalized because the range of the 

survey was limited to only 37 participants. 

   

In further research into this issue, a more detailed data should be obtained in order to gain 

a fuller understanding of learners’ preferences for non-native teachers at Komar University. 
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APPENDIX A : Detailed Results of the Questionnaire 

 

Statements 

Strongl

y 

Disagre

e 

 

 

 

Disagr

ee 

Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

 

 

 

Agree 

Strongl

y Agree 

 

 

1. I can learn better about the culture of the 

English-speaking people with a native 

teacher 

 

5.4% 

 

2.7% 

 

27.0% 

 

37.8% 

 

27.0% 

2. A non-native English teacher is competent 

because he/she is more aware of the 

students’ culture 

 

 

5.4% 

 

21.6% 

 

18.9% 

 

54.1% 

 

0.0% 

3. Native teacher is better in classroom 

because they do not know students' first 

language 

 

 

5.4% 

 

29.7% 

 

16.2% 

 

35.1% 

 

13.5% 

4. A non-native English teacher is aware of 

students’ language needs and language 

learning difficulties 

 

 

0.0% 

 

8.1% 

 

18.9% 

 

51.4% 

 

21.6% 

5. A non-native English teacher is friendly 

because she provides a relaxed learning 

environment 

 

 

8.1% 

 

16.2% 

 

27.0% 

 

43.2% 

 

5.4% 

6. A non-native English teacher is 

experienced because he/she is more 

conscious of the students’ learning styles 

 

 

5.4% 

 

21.6% 

 

10.8% 

 

51.4.4

% 

 

10.8% 

7. I would have more positive attitudes 

toward the learning of English if I had a 

native English teacher 

 

 

5.4% 

 

8.1% 

 

37.8% 

 

32.4% 

 

16.2% 

https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au/handle/10072/387208
https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au/handle/10072/387208
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8. A non-native teacher can be more helpful 

for elementary level students 

 

 

2.7% 

 

32.4% 

 

16.2% 

 

35.1% 

 

13.5% 

9. A non-native teacher can be more helpful 

for higher level students 

 

0.8% 

 

29.7% 

 

24.3% 

 

32.4% 

 

2.7% 

10. A non-native teacher can teach speaking 

skills better 

 

0.8% 

 

27.0% 

 

29.7% 

 

24.3% 

 

8.1% 

11. A non- native teacher can teach listening 

skills better 

 

3.5% 

 

18.9% 

 

24.3% 

 

35.1% 

 

8.1% 

12. A non- native teacher can teach grammar 

better 

 

8.1% 

 

16.2% 

 

40.5% 

 

24.3% 

 

5.4% 

13. A non-native teacher can teach vocabulary 

better 

 

3.5% 

 

16.2% 

 

40.5% 

 

24.3% 

 

5.4% 

14. A non-native teacher can teach writing 

skill better 

 

8.1% 

 

18.9% 

 

35.1% 

 

35.1% 

 

2,7% 

15. A non-native teacher can teach reading 

skill better 

 

0.8% 

 

16.2% 

 

29.7% 

 

40.5% 

 

2.7% 


