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Abstract
The increasing demand for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) instructors throughout
Asia, particularly in Vietnam, has resulted in a large diaspora of both native and non-native
teachers to assist students in improving their English language proficiency. The objective of this
research was to conduct an inquiry into the personal experiences of nonnative speakers teaching
EFL in Vietnam and the essence attributed to it. Husserl's qualitative descriptive
phenomenology was used. This study utilized a comprehensive semi-structured interview with
12 non-native English-speaking teacher-participants from various nations to disclose their lived
experiences namely the Philippines, Vietnam, Netherlands, Venezuela, Brazil, Spain, India,
Ghana, Russia, France, Ukraine, and Poland. The data was gathered through an in-depth
interview recorded using the Zoom platform. The utterances were transcribed, analyzed, and
clustered using Colaizzi’s data analysis. The study revealed five major themes namely:
Professional Rewards and Development, Personal growth and contentment, Promotions and
Career Opportunities and Support, Professional Predicaments, and Personal Drive. The benefits
of being a non-native English-speaking instructor in Vietnam were all emphasized, including
the strong demand for EFL Jobs, simpler hiring and visa processing, and many training and
advancement possibilities. There were professional issues on discrimination and biases from
schools and employers aside from the racism experienced by students. Despite the challenges
encountered by the participants, there were relevant pieces of advice shared to cope with the
challenges such as getting qualified, adapting to the culture, and possessing passion and
optimism towards teaching as non-native teaching in Vietnam.
Keywords: Descriptive Phenomenology, EFL, English Language Teaching, Non-native
English teachers, NNESTs
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I. Introduction
The English language is being spoken all over the globe. Around 1.35 billion of the world's
7.8 billion inhabitants speak English. The majority of individuals who speak English as a first
language are not native speakers (Lyons, 2021). It is now generally acknowledged as an
international language, having officially recognized in over 80 nations worldwide, with
nonnative English speakers outnumbering native English speakers (British Council, 2016).
Increasingly, many countries that do not speak English are making it a foreign language
requirement. There is a growing need for English in both the ASEAN region generally and
Vietnam specifically, which has led some educational institutions to hire expatriates who speak
English to teach English to their citizens. Through ASEAN integration, Vietnamese educational
institutions are making an increasing effort to improve the English proficiency of learners.
Although the educational system has undergone significant changes, Vietnam still has a low
proficiency rate in English that continues to narrow every year (Phan, 2019). Numerous public
and private schools in ASEAN nations such as Cambodia, Thailand, and Indonesia employ
foreign English instructors, mainly from originally English-speaking nations such as Australia,
United States, Canada, and United Kingdom. To improve students' literacy and communication
skills, these nations hire foreign EFL educators (Ozaki, 2017).
These days, private English preparation schools, language centers, and institutions are
growing across Asia. In job advertisements, they clearly emphasize the qualification of being a
native speaker than teaching competence among others to promote that their schools only hire
native-English speaking teachers (NESTs) to teach their English programs. NESTs have been
utilized as the selling point to parents to let their kids enroll in EFL classes. This tendency has
elevated NESTs to the position of superiority and relegated non-native EnglishSpeaking
Teachers (NNESTs) to the sidelines (Kurniawati, 2018).
In Vietnam, most schools are in favor of native English speakers, especially the schools that
emphasize specific accents to teach young kids. Even non-native speakers who possess the
accent they are looking for would be overlooked and still prefer to hire Caucasian people
regardless of work qualification and educational background. However, this do not hinder
NNESTs to seek good jobs as bigger companies and international schools are more professional
in their recruitment process and consider more competence, experience, and qualifications than
color and accents.
The Philippines, being the third-largest English-speaking country, has emerged as a provider
of non-native EFL instructors to other countries. The disproportionate supply and demand of
teachers in the country lead to a major diaspora of Filipino English teachers all across the world
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specifically, around South East Asia. The employment of these Filipinos as local instructors
in ASEAN countries to teach English results in a rise in the number of nonnative English
language teachers (Floris, 2013).
The researcher himself is also a Filipino, a non-native English speaker teaching in Vietnam
for 6 years. Working in a country where NESTs are more preferred than the counterpart, it is
inevitable for the NNESTs to experience challenges related to teaching and working in the
country. This has prompted the researcher to explore the lived experience of non-native English
speakers who are currently teaching as EFL teachers in Vietnam. Also, several researchers focus
most of their attention on the learning process and EFL learners instead of the teachers
themselves. There is not much emphasis being placed on the effectiveness of non-native
English-speaking teachers (Li, Sa & Jin, Chunlin, 2020).
Therefore, this study highlighted the exploration of the lived experiences of non-native
speakers teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in Vietnam and the essence ascribed to
this.

II.

Statement of Objectives

The aim of this study is to explore the lived experiences of non-native speakers working as
English teachers in Vietnam, and the meanings ascribed to these experiences.

III.

Related Literature

The 21st century has seen English as driving the notion of globalization and becoming a
dominant language in many countries. Through improved learning and education of the
language, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) hopes to ameliorate the
economic standing of its member states (Ulla, 2018; Waterworth, 2016). ASEAN places a
greater emphasis on incorporating learning and mastery of the English language’s capabilities
so that effective solutions to the low proficiency rates of states can be found (Stroupe &
Kimura, 2015).
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Li & Jin (2020) suggest that there is a rising discussion as to who among the native or nonnative English-speaking educators can boost the proficiency, writing, and speaking abilities of
students. Those who speak English as a native language and those who do not speak English as
a native language are thought to produce various English types and have different levels of
efficiency in their teaching methods, and have become a greatly debated topic in many
countries. Ulate (2011) stated that Native English speakers and Nonnative English speakers are
terms used to refer to speakers of this particular language. According to Aslan & Thompson
(2016), native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) are thought to have a good educational
foundation and command over the English language. NESTs also display unrivaled fluency and
use of the language. It is easy for them; English being their native language, to translate or
understand it. In contrast to NESTs, non-native English-speaking teachers (NNESTs) want to
keep an eye on the accuracy and correctness of the language rather than enhancing their fluency.
They follow structure and format in the approach to language usages, such as using the proper
registers, grammar, and syntax. (Floris & Renandya, 2020).
As a result, non-native English educators have surpassed native English educators, and the
English language is progressively being used around the globe rather than being limited to a
single country (British Council, 2016). The topic of native and non-native instructors to
foreign language students and teachers is described in the book "The Non-Native Teacher." In
nations where English is not the national language, 80 percent of English instructors,
particularly in public schools, are non-native speakers of English (Floris and Renandya, 2020).
As a consequence, there are not enough NESTs to fulfill the demand. Although the goal of this
study is to focus on non-native English educators, the fact that native English speakers play an
important influence in this regard cannot be ignored.
Choklap (2015) and Frederiksen (2014) also did studies on the teaching experience of
foreign English teachers. Frederiksen (2014), on the other hand, only focused on Filipino
educators working as EFLs abroad. Conducting interviews of these Filipino teachers was the
main source of gathering data where she discovered that their main responsibility was to impart
literacy and communication skills to the students. Another revelation she made was that a
comfortable work environment and better wages were the reason behind Filipinos working
abroad as educators.
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Vietnam and other countries like it have shown an increased demand for English teachers
whether they were native or non-native. Teaching English in Vietnam dates back to the 1900s.
English was introduced in Vietnam in the course of the French invasion which became a
unifying force between the two countries (Pham et al., 2020). Through this modern period in
Vietnam, English continues to hold its precedence since it facilitates cross-border expansion
and international interactions. In addition to this, the Vietnamese state pursues to spread English
by developing and implementing efficient policies and increase its competency throughout all
educational institutions. Although English is recognized highly by the state, every family and
community holds it in respect as well (Ulla, 2018), families believe that learning English will
help their children get more job opportunities.

IV. Research Design
The study utilized qualitative research design specifically Husserl’s Descriptive
phenomenology. The main priority of this research was to explore the in-depth lived experience
of non-native speaking EFL teachers in Vietnam, which was quite effective to use this approach.
Data analysis using phenomenological methods uses the processes of deductive interpretation
and a critical evaluation of statements and themes to understand the full significance of a
concept. This study focused more on the conditions and challenges of foreign educators in
Vietnam which was why the researcher explored the emerging themes that were quite apparent
among the lived experience of the participants. The purpose of this research was to create a
comprehensive picture of precisely as much of an existing phenomenon, without any
preconceived notions of context, while still maintaining the nature of truth (Groenewald, 2004).
Bracketing was utilized as an analytical device to mitigate the potential negative effects
associated with preconceptions in qualitative research (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
Participants: Participants in this study are current NNEST EFL teachers in major cities
including Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh. The number of participants was set till data saturation. To
qualify the research participants, the following specific inclusion criteria were established: A
NNEST is a non-native English speaking EFL teacher with at least two years of teaching
experience in Vietnam. Must be willing to participate and share their experience. Their work
experiences as EFL Teachers in different private and public schools of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh,
Vietnam range from at least two years to eight years. They have been teaching English at a
different level from kindergarten to university.
In this study, there were 12 (7 males, and 5 females) NNESTs who participated from different
countries namely the Philippines, Vietnam, Netherlands, Venezuela, Brazil, Spain, India,
Ghana, Russia, France, Ukraine, and Poland. These teacher-participants speak in different first
languages namely Cebuano, Vietnamese, Dutch, Indian, Russian, Spanish, Polish, Twi,
Portuguese, and French.
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Instruments: Because the researcher is the main instrument in this study, the researcher's
participation is critical to the effectiveness of data collection in qualitative research (Pezalla,
2018). The second tool used was a researcher-made semi-structured questionnaire to gather the
lived experiences from the participants. It had undergone expert validation before data
gathering.
Data Gathering Procedure: After the instrument has been validated and passed through
scrutiny of the University Research Ethics Committee (REC), a communication sent via email
to the identified NNESTs, requesting for the participation in an in-depth interview was sent to
the potential participants who are currently employed in Vietnam and their consent for voluntary
participation of the study. The study's participants were chosen using theoretical sampling. An
informed consent form was given to the chosen respondents. The participants were oriented on
the nature of the study, their extent of participation, the risks and conveniences, the participants’
rights, benefits, and confidentiality. As soon as all the data was collected, transcribed, and
checked, data analysis commenced. The narratives were transcribed and the participants were
given a chance to review their answers. The post gathering includes data analysis using Paul
Colaizzi’s comprehensive steps to data analysis.
Data Analysis: In analyzing the data gathered in the study, Colaizzi’s 7-step descriptive
phenomenological data analysis was utilized.
•

•

•
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Familiarization. Firstly, the researcher familiarized himself with the data by reading
and rereading all the participants' accounts several times. Each transcript had been read
several times to gain a sense of the whole content. At this stage, feelings and
preconceived biases coming from the researcher as an insider to the phenomenon were
written in the bracketing diary which could help focus on the phenomenon as
experienced by the participants.
Identification of themes. The researcher then identified all statements in the accounts
that directly related to the phenomenon under observation by identifying all significant
statements. This focused only on the relevant experiences and phrases about their lived
experiences were extracted from the transcripts. To facilitate the data gathered, all
relevant statements were written in separate sheets and a coding system.
Formulation of meaning. Meaning generated from the lived experiences formed part
of categories with being done as part of the third phase. Each underlying meaning was
coded in a category as they reflect an exhaustive description of the unit of analysis under
study. Even though Colaizzi acknowledged that complete bracketing was impossible,
the research would reflexively bracket his pre-suppositions to concentrate more closely
on the phenomenon as experienced.

•

•

•

•

Consolidation of formulated meaning. In the fourth stage, a comprehensive and
indepth description of the phenomenon was done. As soon as a consolidation of all
formulated meanings was achieved, the process of grouping all these formulated
meanings into categories had been reflected and clusters of themes were initiated. Every
theme cluster had its coding and all the formulated meaning associated with it in the
group of meaning had been considered as well.
Integration phase. Afterward, integration of findings was done in the fifth step. At this
point of data analysis, all the emerging themes were integrated into findings and an
exhaustive description. After merging all these study themes, the whole structure of the
phenomenon under the study of lived experiences was extracted.
Reduction and Structuring. The fundamental structure was established in the sixth
stage where the reduction of findings had been done to avoid redundancy, misuse of
data, and overestimation of descriptions from the overall structures. The researcher
condensed the exhaustive description down to short dense statements to capture the
essence of the phenomenon.
Validation and Finalization. Finally, validation of an exhaustive description of the
phenomenon was facilitated through member checking. The researcher returned the
fundamental structure statement to all participants to validate whether it captured the
participants’ lived experiences. Modification of the structure could be done in light of
the participants’ suggestions and feedback.

V. Results and Discussion
After the data analysis, there were five core categories that emerged. The five essential
themes with seventeen sub themes are:
Theme 1: Professional rewards and development,
Theme 2: personal growth and Contentment
Theme 3: Promotion and Career opportunities,
Theme 4: Professional Predicaments
Theme 5: Personal drive
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Which are also termed as the (5P's). These are visually presented in table 1 below:
Table 1. The 5 Ps of the Lived Experience of Non-native English-Speaking
Teachers in Vietnam
Main Themes

Sub Themes
and

Professional
Development

Rewards

1.1 Improved Teaching Skills
1.2 Better Command in using English in Class
1.3. Professional Satisfaction
2.1 Collaboration with Colleagues

Personal Growth and Contentment
2.2 Sense of Adventure
2.3. Financial Stability and Comfortable Lifestyle
3.1. High demand for EFL Jobs
3.2. Easier Hiring and Employment Process
Promotion and Career Opportunities and 3.3. More Training Opportunities and Promotions
3.4. Company Assistance
Support
Professional Predicaments

4.1. Cultural Difference
4.2. Racial Discrimination
5.1. Qualification Enhancement
5.2. Maintaining a Positive Mindset
5.3. Cultural Adaptation
5.4. Flexibility in Teaching

Personal Drive
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5.5. Mentoring and Peer Support

Theme 1: Professional Rewards and Development
The joys of teaching stem as well from the personal gains that a teacher can obtain while
performing his or her job. To be specific, the semi-structured interview exhibited that teachers
acquire valuable developments and respect as they work in Vietnam. Specifically, teachers
experience improvement in their pedagogical knowledge and teaching strategies being exposed
to the series of professional development afforded to them. Further, as teachers engage in
pedagogical practice, they have developed the necessary knowledge and skills they need to do
their jobs effectively.
The study reveals the importance of teaching development in achieving personal
satisfaction among non-native teachers. Some of these non-native EFL teachers started their
careers in Vietnam and they have seen their growth and maturity in the profession as they
continuously work, adapt, and modify based on their students' needs and capabilities. The joy
of getting better in the teaching craft has been considered as one of the personal fulfillments
they have greatly achieved in the process. The work experience and insights they gained are
considered valuable development leading to their flexibility, creativity, and resourcefulness in
handling EFL classes. Professional development which includes training focuses on increasing
instructors' knowledge of their teaching settings and how to use such practical skills in these
situations. This is because teaching is a difficult profession that requires more instructor
flexibility and creativity to effectively cope with the unexpected and adapt to the various student
requirements in each classroom.
In this respect, Altun (2015) states that instructors are more likely to profit from their
place of origin when they go overseas since they gain experience and improve teaching
methods. According to O’Brien (2006), instructors apply newly acquired knowledge in their
classrooms by incorporating plans, resources, and materials for lessons and curriculum, and
instructors who use these new resources give students a fresh approach in teaching. Teachers
who have greater confidence can design more productive lessons for students and this is the
reason teachers who have worked internationally have more confidence which helps them teach
their students in a nurturing and better way and also progress through their careers. (Hultquist,
2007).
One of the evident progresses that non-native English teachers obtain out from their
work experience is the improvement of their English Language proficiency especially in giving
instructions and discussing the lessons. As teachers benefit in terms of language proficiency
during the process of teaching, the whole EFL experience for the NNEST has been
developmental and encouraging for them to become more fluent users of the English language.
Additionally, teachers' self-esteem increases when they have a good rapport with their students.
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Innumerable opportunities exist for teachers to experience joy: both in the work
environment and internally, as they are aware that they make a difference in the lives of others
every day. According to Gu (2005), through this process, instructors can be critical of their
views and teaching methods. Gu (2005) discovered that when instructors obtained a
comprehensive and systematic grasp of how teaching was done in English, they became more
efficient.
Theme 2: Personal Growth and Contentment
One of the driving forces that led to a major diaspora of non-native teachers in Vietnam
can be attributed to the growth and satisfaction of personal demands. Such personal contentment
has been highlighted social and emotional development brought about by the relationship built
with colleagues, the promises of adventure, the financial stability, and the comfortable lifestyle
as revealed during their interview. Teacher-participants who have teacher assistants (TA) aiding
them in their lesson delivery find it easier to manage their classes and collaborating with them
made it easier to effectively teach. Such a level of the dynamic between teachers and teaching
assistants is highly valued by the participants.
New teachers can be helped through mentoring, as found out by Charlotte Danielson
(1999). They can be helped by improving their methods of teaching through professional
interactions and reflective exercises when the responsibility of a class is given to them. This
makes handling their learning and adjusting curve in a new environment, simple and easy for
them.
Serin (2017) has indicated that educators or teachers trained abroad or who have taught
abroad feel more responsible and are eager and ready to share their skills and knowledge with
everyone. The reputation they have gathered by taking part in different teaching programs or
international exposure creates more job opportunities for them as well. Non-native English
instructors can learn from their colleagues and mentors if they work in an environment that
values mentoring and peer cooperation.
Such desire for new adventure and experience has been one of the major pull factors of
non-native teachers in the country. With such country like Vietnam, known for its rich culture
and history has become a pit stop for adventure seekers while earning money as an EFL teacher.
According to Walters (2020), many instructors who studied overseas saved money, acquired a
new language, experienced personal development, gained perspective, and assisted others in
finding comparable jobs. The study shows that Vietnam has been one of the ultimate places in
Asia to experience a sense of adventure as it is open to many opportunities for non-native
English speakers aside from the excitement of the new challenges it can bring to them.
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It is further revealed that teaching abroad provides non-native English teachers financial
gains that would be very helpful in their daily consumption and family needs. Aside from the
fulfillment of their needs and wants, the remuneration from teaching English to Vietnamese
learners can be even higher than in other countries. Many of these non-native speakers are
breadwinners of their families and they have to provide for them. Teaching, being one of the
in-demand jobs in Vietnam, provides ample financial advantage to foreigners who would like
to embark on a teaching career.
Theme 3: Promotion and Career Opportunities and Support
One of the biggest advantages of non-native speaking English teachers in Vietnam is the
vast employment opportunities available for qualified employees. Vietnam has become one of
the top destinations for EFL job seekers. As revealed, the participants mentioned the high
demand for EFL jobs, easier hiring and employment processing, and several training
opportunities and promotions in Vietnam that provided them with employment, professional
development, and career advancement. Due to the popularity of English as a medium of
instruction around the world especially in Asia, many native and non-native English teachers
migrated to different parts of Asia with Vietnam being one of them. Nguyen (2017) and Quinn
(2019) affirmed that Vietnam faced a significant shortage of qualified English educators who
can cater to the students' needs.
Another significant experience that most participants mentioned is the non-rigid
recruitment and employment procedures even for non-native English teachers in Vietnam. With
some countries were procuring a business or working visa is difficult, Vietnam has become one
of the best alternatives around Asia to get a job legally and land a teaching job without the
hassles of migration and legalization. Teacher applicants who are described as internal cohesion
have a greater desire for their teaching careers to progress as compared to those who have
incompatible and external factors with motivation for teaching. The opportunities to get
promotions and professional development have been valued by the teacher participants which
could be vital in their careers.
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Theme 4: Professional Predicaments
Despite the numerous professional rewards and personal growth that non-native English
teachers obtain from working in Vietnam, they also expressed their pain related to the
profession. These are brought about by the cultural differences as they expressed, and the racial
discrimination that they experienced, which emerged as sub-themes. Cultural difference is a
major cause that made the teachers experienced difficulty in managing their classrooms, and
high expectations from the parents. Professionally, instructors cited classroom management as
among the most challenging elements of the new educational systems to cope with. Despite
having years of teaching expertise in their native countries, they struggled to handle behavior
issues in their classrooms. Harmsen et al (2018) mentioned that there are considerable stress
factors experienced by teachers namely: the pressure of teachers' role, student misbehavior, and
work overload. These challenges can increase work dissatisfaction and contribute to mental
distress. Similarly, classroom management and fulfillment of teaching roles have been
considered as the stressors expressed by the teacher participants. Further, parents can also cause
additional stress towards non-native speaking English teachers. The high expectations and
strong preferences of teachers towards native English speakers made it more challenging for
them to effectively teach.
The NNESTs have experienced racial discrimination since the time they competed over
the job; they felt the unfair treatment of the employers and even discrimination from the
students. They narrated that there was an apparent preference for Native English speakers over
Non-native English teachers, this has led to the massive gap in employment opportunities
between the two. Many participants mentioned that one of the most difficult parts of finding a
job is to find job postings that are non-inclusive of language nativism. Instead, most classified
ads include a native speaker requirement that limits them to apply for any teaching position in
that company despite being a qualified teacher or proficient English language speaker.
Such predicament of preferring white native-speaking English teachers has also been
felt even in neighboring countries like Korea and Japan (Grant & Lee, 2009). Ahn and West
(2016) mentioned that racial and linguistic ideologies have been intertwined and language
nativism is specifically associated with a white individual from a recognized English-speaking
nation. This misconception has been one of the main reasons why the preference of NESTs with
fairer complexion than NNESTs with darker complexion comes into consideration during the
hiring process. Being non-native or non-white fuels this misconception which is linked with
instructors/teachers whose second language is English. Native English-speaking teachers are
largely preferred over non-native ones. This bias leads to the abilities and aptitudes of NNESTs
being overlooked (Aslan and Thompson, 2016).
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Theme 5: Personal Drive
The NNESTs personal drive to cope with the difficulties they experienced in Vietnam
includes enhancing their qualification, maintaining a positive mindset, cultural adaptation,
flexibility in teaching, collaborating with peers. These coping strategies are series of
psychological actions taken when one feels threatened by something and these actions are taken
to reduce this feeling of threat, loss, and stress (Skapinakis, et al., 2020). To maintain a
competitive edge in the EFL market, non-native teachers expressed in their responses the need
to be certified and qualified to teach. Similarly, Serin (2017) mentioned that passionate
educators who teach with enthusiasm can lead to significantly increase their motivation and
dedication and their belief in the importance of their profession. The responses indicate the
importance of getting more acquainted with the culture where you are teaching. Teaching
abroad can be challenging due to the cultural differences between the home country and the new
country, but adapting and immersing to others' culture, accepting and acknowledging diversity
and differences of students' customs and traditions can aid immigrants, in general, to live and
work comfortably.
Amidst the challenges experienced by the participants, they expressed the importance
of being flexible and versatile in teaching. According to Steele & Cohn-Vargas (2013), when
teachers are paying attention to their student's needs and skills, that is when they learn the most.
This makes them feel belonged and valued. Also, maintaining a teacher-mentor relationship can
help non-native English teachers transition smoothly with greater ease leading to reduced stress
and anxiety. Observing tenured or senior teachers can assist especially newly hired teachers in
gaining insights on the expectations, standards, and demands required in the teaching position.

Conclusion
According to the findings of the descriptive phenomenological research, the significant
experiences of the teacher participants in Vietnam revealed that while working abroad can
provide benefits to both the individual and the family, it also comes with a number of
drawbacks, particularly for those who are teaching English but were not born as native speakers
of the language. Despite these hurdles, non-native English educators overcome obstacles,
overcome problems, and strive for success, which is a frequent reality that jobseekers and
dreamers, in general, encounter throughout life.
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