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Abstract

This study aims to investigate students’ perceptions of Thai teachers in an international 
program at a public Thai university. The study employed both qualitative and quantitative 
research methods. The data were collected by means of focus group interviews and a questionnaire. 
Transcriptions of the focus group interviews were analyzed by using open and axial coding 
techniques (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The questionnaire data were analyzed by the SPSS 
Software Program for simple descriptive statistics such as percentage. The participants were 
32 second-year and 20 third-year undergraduates from an international program. The fi ndings 
indicated that overall the majority of the participating students preferred to have native English 
speaker teachers (NESTs) to teach them in the international program rather than Thai teachers. 
However, with the expectation for the international program to have only NESTs, a lot of students 
still preferred the program to have both NESTs and Thai teachers working cooperatively. They 
perceived that both Thai teachers and NESTs benefi tted the program. These teachers should have 
a role in teaching the subjects in the fi eld of their expertise according to their knowledge, language 
competence, and abilities. Findings are described in details and supported with some evidence.
Keywords: Native English Speaker Teachers, Non-native English Speaker Teachers, Thai 
Teachers, Students’ Perceptions, International Program

Introduction

In Thailand, English is an important language especially in business and education, and 
it is a compulsory subject taught as a foreign language from kindergarten to tertiary level. With 
its importance and popularity, international programs have increased up to 981 programs in 2010, 
of which 225 programs are for doctoral degrees; 389 programs are for master’s degrees; 342 
programs are for bachelor’s degrees; and 25 programs are for other degrees (Study in Thailand 
2010, Offi  ce of the Higher Education Commission, Ministry of Education of Thailand).

With the growth of international programs, many educational institutions in Thailand need 
both native English speaker teachers (NESTs) and Thai teachers to teach in the international 
programs, because in Thailand, there are not as many well-qualifi ed NESTs as all the international 
programs could hire. However, it is generally acceptable that NESTs and non-NESTs are diff erent 
in terms of their English language competence. Apparently, students prefer to study English 
with NESTs rather than non-NESTs (Chen, 2008; Phothongsunan and Suwanarak, 2008). One 
of the common reasons is that they would like to acquire language from NESTs. They can 
acquire the NEST’s accent and experience real language uses. Several Thai students generally 
perceive that non-NESTs do not have native-like accents and that is regarded as a poor accent. 
Research evidence has shown that accents of non-NESTs are considered by foreign language 
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learners to be unqualifi ed, unprofessional, and less eff ective when compared to the favorable 
accents of native English speaker teachers. For example, Braine (2010) summarized Jenkens’ 
(2005) work whose results indicated the participants’ view of the native accent as “Good”, 
“Perfect”, “Correct”, “Profi cient”, “Competent”, “Fluent”, “Real”, and “Original English”, but 
those of non-native speakers as “Not Good”, “Wrong”, “Incorrect”, “Not Real”, “Fake”, 
“Defi cient”, and “Strong” (p. 16-17). Therefore, accents aff ect students’ perceptions of teachers’ 
language ability and students generally want to study with NESTs because they want to achieve 
native-like accent and competence.

Not only that, some previous literature showed that most of the students preferred to study 
English with NESTs and some did not want to study English with non-NESTs. For example, 
Lasagabasater and Sierra (2002) remarked that students at every educational level preferred to 
be taught by NESTs. Maum (2002) noted that “some NNESTs have reported that many of their 
students resented being taught by a non-native speaker until they were able to prove that they 
could be as eff ective as a native English speaking teacher” (p. 1). Similarly, Thai teachers face 
diffi  culties in using English language as a medium of their instructions and that aff ects the 
students’ perceptions on the quality of English language teaching. This leads to a low standard 
of Thai students’ learning achievement in English language learning (Punthumasen, 2007). 
Therefore, students prefer to study with NESTs more than non-NESTs (Lasagabaster and Sierra, 
2002; Phothongsunan and Suwanarak, 2008; Meadows and Muramatsu, 2007). Due to the students’ 
preferences, NESTs without teaching qualifi cations tend to be hired instead of qualifi ed and 
experienced non-NESTs in teaching English in ESL and EFL contexts (Maum, 2002; Braine, 
2010). However, research indicate that non-NESTs also have their own positive aspects. Non-
NESTs are found to be good in empathy and sensitivity to students’ needs and language diffi  culties; 
share the similar linguistic and cultural background; experience comparatively similar prior 
English language learning; and better encourage student’s language learning (Árva and Medgyes, 
2000; Maum, 2002; Braine, 2010).

Medgyes (1994) noted that NESTs and non-NESTs are two diff erent species and they are 
diff erent in terms of language profi ciency and teaching behavior. Their diff erent teaching behaviors 
are most found in their discrepancy in language profi ciency, and they are equally good in their 
own terms. Medgyes (2001) remarked that non-NESTs can be good English teachers especially 
those who are eff ective in teaching language learning strategies, emphatic and sensitive to 
students’ needs and language diffi  culties. They also could provide more information of language 
learning and share the same mother tongue language of the students. Even though research 
indicated that non-NESTs could be good teachers, many of the students still view their non-
NESTs as weak in language competence. Árva and Medgyes (2000), for example, noted that 
NESTs are better than non-NESTs in their language competence and could answer questions 
immediately. On the other hand, non-NESTs have lower level of command of English and 
struggled in answering questions.
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So far, with these diff erences of NESTs and non-NESTs, research evidence indicates that 
having native and non-native English speaker teachers aff ects students’ perceptions of their 
learning to some extent. This study, therefore, aims to investigate students’ perceptions of Thai 
teachers who teach in an international program in the Thai context.

Research Methodology

1. Participants
 The participants were 52 (13 males, 39 females) Thai undergraduates from an international 

program at a public Thai university. There were 32 second-year, and 20 third-year undergraduates. 
Their ages ranged from 18 to 26 years. Most of them graduated from public high schools. In this 
international program, all of the students were taught by both native English speaker teachers 
(NESTs) and Thai teachers by using English as a medium of instruction. The students enrolled 
to study in the international program with the hope that they could develop their language 
profi ciency, experience the real use of English language from native English speaker teachers, 
and have better opportunities to fi nd a good job in the future.

2. Research Instruments
 The research instruments were focus group interviews and a questionnaire. Ten interview 

questions, which had been developed based on the questions in the questionnaire, were used to 
elicit students’ perceptions of Thai teachers who teach in the international program. Each focus 
group interview lasted about 40-60 minutes.

 The questionnaire which had been adapted from Cheung and Braine (2007) and 
Lasagabaster and Sierra (2002) consisted of three parts. The fi rst part captured the demographic 
data of the participants. The second part focused on the participants’ experience of English 
language learning with Thai teachers. The last part comprised of questions on students’ opinions 
of Thai teachers including the students’ preference of teachers, communication between teachers 
and students and the teaching of Thai teachers (grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, speaking, 
listening, reading, writing, motivating, and language learning strategies). The items in the 
questionnaire were responded to by using a fi ve-point Likert Scale. It consisted of strongly agree 
(5), agree (4), undecided (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1).

3. Data Analysis
 The researcher employed open and axial coding techniques (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) 

to analyze the data from the focus group interviews. The open coding technique was used to 
identify and categorize the phenomena found in the interview texts in order to form the similarity 
and diff erence categories. Then axial coding technique was used to put the data found in the 
fi rst stage into groups or dimensions according to their relationship in order to explain and 
answer the research question.
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Data from the questionnaires were analyzed by using the SPSS Software Program to 
calculate descriptive statistics values such as percentage. The percentage was used to identify 
the proportion of scores for the questionnaire.

Results

1. Students’ Perceptions of Thai Teachers
 The participants of the study, who were all Thais, were found to perceive both positive 

and negative aspects of having Thai teachers teaching in the international program. Yet, they 
agree that there should be Thai teachers in the program.

 1.1 Thai teachers benefi tted the international program to a certain extent

Table 1 Students’ preference of teachers

Note: 1 = strongly disagreed, 2 = disagreed, 3 = undecided, 4 = agreed, 5 = strongly agreed

  Table 1 show that most of the student participants (65.38%) preferred to study with 
native English speaker teachers over Thai non-native English speaker teachers. However, when 
asking them to choose their teachers, majority of the participating students (69.23%) preferred 
to have both NESTs and Thai teachers to teach in the international program, most of them 
preferred to have more NESTs in the program. This was because they believed that studying 
with NESTs could develop their communication skills particularly listening and speaking skills. 
The students also could acquire English native speakers’ accents and learn more about their 
culture and life styles because the NESTs had the knowledge of the target language and they 
could use English more fl uently and accurately with good pronunciation. Despite the preference 
of the NESTs, the participants also showed positive attitudes toward Thai teachers taking part 
in the international program. The students perceived that Thai teachers understood and were 
sensitive to their needs. For example, the fi nding showed that Thai teachers knew how the 

No. Statements
Percentage

1 2 3 4 5

1 I prefer Thai non-native English speaker teachers as 
my teachers.

3.85 5.77 42.31 34.62 13.46

2 I prefer native English speaker teachers 
as my teachers.

1.92 1.92 30.77 32.69 32.69

3 If I could choose, I would prefer to have both native 
English speaker teachers and Thai non-native English 
speaker teachers to teach me.

3.85 5.77 21.15 36.54 32.69
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students learned English, how much experience they had in learning English, and they understood 
why the students learned English. Therefore, Thai teachers could better employ strategies and 
techniques to help students learn the language. In addition, Thai teachers understood students 
well especially their non-verbal communication in classroom. In their teaching, when the students 
just kept quiet and said nothing after a lecture or an explanation had just been provided, Thai 
teachers would assume that the students did not understand the lesson. Therefore, they would 
provide more explanations and try to make the students understand the lesson. According to the 
participants, the NESTs interpreted students’ silence as students’ understanding and no questions. 
As the participating students’ maintained, their silence mean having questions, but they did not 
know how to ask, or they were afraid that they might use wrong English in the questions.

  In addition, Thai teachers were always helpful with the students’ homework. They 
were kind, concerned and followed up with the students’ assignments until the students submitted 
them. Thus, with such attention, Thai teachers seemed to have high expectation on the students’ 
language ability. They assumed that students understood everything they said in the classroom. 
In reality, the students perceived that they could not reach Thai teachers’ expectation for them 
especially in terms of their English language profi ciency since they had just graduated from high 
schools. They needed time to adjust their basic knowledge of English, and using English was 
their new experience.

 1.2 Thai teachers were approachable because they shared mother tongue with the 
students

  In terms of communication between Thai teachers and students, most of the students 
approached Thai teachers more than NESTs. The students sometimes preferred to use Thai 
language to talk with their teachers, ask questions, consult about homework, and ask for suggestions 
both inside and outside class. The fi ndings showed that by using Thai language, the students 
can interact with Thai teachers more eff ectively, understood the lesson better, and got more 
in-depth information. This could solve students’ diffi  culties in learning. Also, Thai teachers can 
use Thai language to translate and explain some diffi  cult points to make the students understand 
the lesson. However, when using English with Thai teachers, the participating students found 
themselves unconfi dent and even failed to communicate with Thai teachers. They perceived that 
Thai teachers were very strict on grammar accuracy, and when they speak with grammatically 
incorrect English, their Thai teachers hardly accepted that.

 1.3 Thai teachers used particular teaching methods and treated students diff erently 
from NESTs

  Regarding teachers’ knowledge on teaching methods and understanding students, 
results of this study demonstrated that Thai teachers were perceived to prepare the lessons well, 
have clear teaching goals, and prepare relevant materials of the subject to teach in the actual 
context. However, Thai teachers were found to rely on textbooks and adhered to conventional 
teaching styles. The teachers sat in the front of the class, opened the book and read the contents 
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in the books to the students. They sometimes summarized the long contents for the students. In 
addition, Thai teachers sometimes strongly emphasized academic matters. Therefore, the 
participants suggested the teachers should make their teaching interesting and fun, and avoided 
making the teaching boring, so that the students would pay more attention to study and enjoy 
learning. Even though Thai teachers teaching styles demotivated students, they seemed to provide 
students more resources for information and tried every way to make students understand the 
lesson. The participants also perceived that Thai teachers assigned homework as part of the 
teaching and learning processes, but some homework were diffi  cult and not related to the lessons. 
They had to search for new information. Therefore, the students did not have adequate time to 
do the homework. The fi ndings suggested that teachers should plan and look at students’ readiness 
before giving them homework. In addition, the participating students also perceived that Thai 
teachers were strict. They always checked students’ class attendance and included class attendance 
as a part of the evaluation of students’ performance.

 1.4 Thai teachers were keen on teaching some specifi c English skills
  The qualitative data showed that Thai teachers would be able to teach grammar, 

writing, and tourism and hotel management more eff ectively. Most of the participants revealed 
that Thai teachers had better knowledge of grammar and writing. Also, grammar was diffi  cult, 
and complicated. If Thai teachers taught grammar, the students could ask Thai teachers in Thai 
language and Thai teachers could also use Thai language to explain grammar points which would 
make the students better understand them. On the other hand, studying grammar with native 
English speaker teachers was diffi  cult to understand and hard to follow the teachers.

  In teaching writing, Thai teachers were concerned more with grammar and rarely 
checked the main ideas. They also tried to look at how much the students can write and check 
their language accuracy. They also corrected the students’ mistakes or incorrect items in their 
writing so that the students could revise by themselves. These made the students know their 
own writing skill and how to improve their writing. Furthermore, Thai teachers also knew about 
students’ knowledge of writing skills and their writing level, so they could better know how to 
teach and provide ways to improve students’ writing skills.

  In terms of teaching tourism and hotel management, the participants would prefer 
to study with Thai teachers. This was because some Thai teachers had experienced working in 
a hotel and used to be a tour guide before. Therefore, they would be better to teach and provide 
students good experience and techniques for students’ future works in these areas.

  However, Thai teachers were perceived to have less knowledge of the culture of 
English-speaking countries. Therefore, NESTs would be better to teach culture that bound with 
the English language to the students. For example, NESTs would know better in terms of 
appropriateness of language use and the politeness and impoliteness of the English language. 
On the other hand, Thai teachers could be eff ective to teach culture in terms of how to react to 
native English speakers’ culture because they might have learnt and experienced native’s culture 
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before. In addition, the students would prefer Thai teachers to teach Thai culture and native 
English speaker teachers to teach their native culture.

 1.5 Thai teachers’ accent diverted from that of native English speaker teachers 
and caused some diffi  culties in students’ learning

  The participating students revealed that studying English with Thai teachers meant 
that they could only get a Thai accent. A Thai English accent resulted in problems when 
communicating with competent NESTs. The problem was that the same sentence learnt from 
Thai teachers was not understood when spoken by the NESTs. Also, the students struggled when 
they communicated with native English speakers in real situations. Therefore, the students 
preferred to study with native English speaker teachers in order to acquire and achieve native-
like accents. However, the students could better accept to study with Thai teachers who had 
been in English-speaking countries long enough to have the accent of the native speakers.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate students’ perceptions of Thai teachers in the 
international program. The fi ndings indicated the students’ perceptions of preference of native 
English speaker teachers (NESTs) and the benefi ts of having Thai teachers in the international 
program in terms of how much they shared some experience with the students such as their 
native language, their experience of English language learning, and their understanding of 
students. In addition, the results revealed the students’ perceptions of Thai teachers’ teaching 
methods and how they treated the students. Moreover, teachers’ knowledge of and practical 
experience on subject matter, as well as knowledge of English grammar was perceived as 
benefi cial to teach Thai students in the international program. Despite positive perception, Thai 
teachers’ pronunciation and accent of English were perceived as negative since the students in 
the international program expected to learn how to adopt accent and pronunciation of English 
from native English speaker teachers.

Regarding the fi nding on students’ preference of teachers, the majority of the participating 
students (69.23%) preferred to have both Thai teachers and NESTs to teach in the international 
program, and most of the participating students (65.38%) preferred to have NESTs to be their 
teachers over non-native English teachers. This fi nding was also noted in other studies of students’ 
perceptions of native and non-native English teachers (Avasadanond, 2002; Lasagabaster and 
Sierra, 2002; Maum, 2002; Meadows and Muramatsu, 2007; Phothongsunan and Suwanarak, 
2008). The research pointed out that because NESTs had a superior command of the English 
language, they could be considered more eff ective English teachers. Learning with NESTs 
could help students develop their communication skills in terms of listening and speaking skills, 
acquire the native’s accent, and know more about the native’ culture and lifestyle. This would 
be considered as the strength of language teaching by NESTs.
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Yet, the students had positive attitudes toward Thai teachers. This fi nding was similar to 
that in the study by Watson Todd and Pojanapunya (2009). Thai teachers were perceived to be 
helpful to the students, understand the students’ learning process, sensitive to their language 
learning, and were always concerned for their students.

In terms of the benefi ts of having Thai teachers in the international program, Thai teachers 
were perceived to prepare their lessons well with clear learning objectives and relevant learning 
materials for their students. Even though fi ndings showed that Thai teachers adhered with 
traditional teaching styles and based their teaching on textbooks, Thai teachers were perceived 
as benefi cial to teach writing and grammar. Similar fi ndings that non-native English teachers 
should teach grammar and writing also were found in the studies of Chen (2008), Grubbs et al., 
(2010), and Phothongsunan and Suwanarak (2008). With the commonality, both Thai teachers 
and students share the same native Thai language. The students were willing to use Thai language 
as a tool to talk, ask questions, consult and ask for suggestions from Thai teachers. By doing 
this, the students perceived that it made them understand the subject matter better, reduce language 
learning diffi  culties, enhance familiarity between the students and Thai teachers, and fulfi ll the 
learning requirement. Sharing the same native Thai language, however, made the students avoid 
using English because they were also afraid to speak incorrect English grammar which was 
unacceptable by Thai teachers. Findings similar to this of non-native English teachers who 
shared the same native language with their students could be found in other previous studies 
(Reves and Medgyes, 1994; Medgyes, 2001; Braine, 2010; Ma, 2012).

Due to the fact that Thai teachers shared the same English language learning experience 
in Thai educational system as their students, they were perceived to know better about their 
students’ learning processes, and language profi ciency levels of their students, so that they could 
provide ways and learning strategies to help students learn better. These fi ndings are also in 
agreement with the results of another study by Phothongsunan and Suwanarak (2008).

Yet, being a Thai teacher was perceived as unsupportive to students’ improvement of 
English language skills. Enrolling to study in the international program, Thai students expected 
to learn to how to adopt accent and pronunciation of English from native English speaker teachers. 
The students’ perceptions on teachers’ command of English particularly focusing on pronunciation 
and accent, and fl uency infl uenced how they consider the quality of education. The participating 
students perceived that compared to NESTs, Thai teachers were not fl uent and accurate in their 
use the English language. This would be considered the weakness of lack of English profi ciency 
of non-native English speaker teachers (Ma, 2012). Thai teachers were, consequently, perceived 
not appropriate to teach pronunciation, listening and speaking, native’s culture, phonetics, 
linguistics, vocabulary and everyday English use in communication. Learning with Thai teachers 
and acquiring Thai teachers’ English accents, the students perceived that that made them have 
communication problems with competent NESTs in actual situations. This was because the 
accents of competent NESTs and Thai teachers were diff erent and that made the students 
unfamiliar with the accents of NESTs.
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Conclusion

Even though most of the participating students expressed their preferences of NESTs over 
Thai teachers in the international program in the context of the study, Thai teachers were perceived 
as benefi cial to them. Both NESTs and Thai teachers were perceived to mutually make contributions 
to the international program. The quality of the program was suggested to be managed by putting 
the right teaching staff s to their expertise. That is, the teaching assignments of teachers should 
be managed according to the knowledge (i.e. English language profi ciency, experience abroad, 
knowledge of culture of Thai and English language, subject matter), experience (i.e. having 
relevant practical experience in addition to knowledge in the particular fi elds of study), as well 
as pedagogical strengths (i.e. understanding students’ learning process and learning diffi  culties, 
being sensitive and empathic to students) of the teaching staff s. As Meadows and Muramatsu 
(2007) noted in their study’s conclusion, language program administrators should have various 
academic staff  provided to students to study with a balancing of native speaker and non-native 
speaker instructors.
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