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Abstract 

In the research area of English as an international language, there are numerous studies about 
appropriate language norms and language models, but few investigations of attitudes about people whom 
students consider models as speakers of English (henceforth, speaker models). And, most studies of 
speaker models dealt with the linguistic characteristics of the speaker models. To extend this research, 
the present study investigated students’ attitudes about what characteristics led students to see someone 
as a speaker model. Nine Japanese university students participated in semistructured interviews, and 
their comments were analyzed. Results show that although the participants were learning English as a 
foreign language and their goals for learning English were to achieve native-like competence, they 
mainly had Japanese teachers of English in mind as speaker models. Although it is not necessary to have 
native-like English in order to be seen as a speaker model, it is necessary for students to observe the 
speaker model using English for communicative purposes. These findings suggest that further studies 
need to investigate characteristics of speaker models without limiting their scope to accent and grammar, 
and need to investigate what other non-linguistic characteristics are important for speaker models. 
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1. Introduction 

Traditionally, in English language teaching (ELT), native speaker (NS) English has 
been used as the language norm and the language model, and NSs of English have 
been used as speaker models (Cook, 1999; Seargeant, 2009). However, due to the 
growing number of users of English all over the world, ELT is at a critical stage in 
discussing the appropriate norms and models for students. Crystal (2003) noted that 
the majority of speakers of English in 1960s were using English as a first language 
(L1), but now there are more people who are using English as a second language 
(ESL) or English as a foreign language (EFL). Crystal estimated that, if ESL and EFL 
speakers were combined, the ratio of NSs to nonnative speakers (NNSs) of English 
would be around 1:3, and he pointed out that the percentage of NNSs is steadily 
increasing. Graddol (1999) also suggested that the percentage of NSs was decreasing, 

                                                 
*   Corresponding author. Tel.: +81-52-678-4076 
 E-mail address: kentayamanouchi@hotmail.com 
 http://dx.doi.org/ 



6 Kenta Yamanouchi / Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics 1 (2015) 5–23 

while the proportion of the world population who are NSs of English would decrease 
from more than 8% in 1950 to less than 5% in 2050. Moreover, Canagarajah (1999) 
stated that four out of five teachers of English all over the world are NNS English 
teachers. These statistics suggest that there will be more opportunities for learners of 
English to communicate with other NNSs in English in the future. Accordingly, there 
have been criticisms of the traditional NS-based norm and models, and discussions 
about the introduction of NNS-based norms and models into ELT have begun. 

Previous studies (e.g. Cook, 1999; 2005; Jenkins, 2007; Kirkpatrick, 2007) 
suggested that NNS teachers be used as speaker models for students for statistical, 
sociolinguistic, cognitive, and attitudinal reasons. As for statistical reasons, on the 
basis of the increasing numbers of users and learners of English all over the world 
and the reality that NNSs communicate with other NNSs in English as a Lingua 
Franca (ELF) successfully, it has been argued that it is not necessary to learn NS 
English when learners are planning to use ELF with other NNSs, and therefore NNSs 
are more appropriate speaker models than NSs (Jenkins, 2007). As for sociolinguistic 
reasons, on the assumption that all varieties of English are equal and linguistically 
valid, Kirkpatrick (2007) suggests that “multilingual local teachers who are expert 
users of English” (p. 196) are appropriate speaker models because English changes its 
form under the influence of local languages and cultures. Jenkins (2007) also suggests 
that “the local teacher whose accent incorporates both the core feature [Lingua 
Franca Core] and the local version of the non-core items” (p. 25) should serve as a 
speaker model. For cognitive reasons, Cook (1999) suggests that second language (L2) 
learners would benefit from using multilingual L2 users as speaker models rather 
than monolingual NSs because multilingual L2 users are distinct from and superior to 
monolingual NSs in terms of language processing and cognitive process (see also 
Cook, 2005). Regarding attitudinal reasons, it has been argued that those who have 
learned English as an L2, even with effort and struggle, cannot become NSs according 
to the traditional definition of an NS (Cook, 1999), and that the use of the NS-based 
norm and models creates inferiority complexes for NNSs as speakers of English 
(Golombek & Jordan, 2005), issues of L2 identity (Jenkins, 2007), and attitude issues 
toward NNS teachers (Amin, 1997). 

The issue of speaker model is related to teaching methods and goals. In response to 
criticism that traditional ways of teaching English in East Asian countries 
emphasized grammar, reading, and writing too much, the governments of some Asian 
countries recently set the acquisition of good oral communication skills as a primary 
goal for ELT (Butler, 2007). In Japan, new curriculum guidelines are concerned with 
foreign language education at the primary and secondary levels, but there is an 
increasing concern about students’ acquisition of communicative skills at the tertiary 
levels as well. This major shift from a grammar-translation approach to a 
communicative language approach changes the major role of Japanese teachers of 
English from teaching students how to analyze English to training students to 
communicate in English. Under the new guidelines, Japanese teachers are more and 
more encouraged to communicate with students in English in the classroom (Ministry 
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of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2008a; 2008b). With this 
change in emphasis, Japanese teachers’ role as speaker models for students becomes 
more important. 

The positive influence of models on students’ learning English can also be inferred 
from discussions outside of the field of L2 learning. According to Oga-Baldwin and 
Nakata (2013), in the social cognitive theory of human learning, findings from 
empirical studies have suggested that students learn new behaviors through 
imitating teachers and peers. In the area of language, empirical studies have also 
shown that learning occurs through imitation in L1 learning. 

Although there have been increasing discussions about speaker models for learning 
English (e.g. Cook, 1999; 2005; Jenkins, 2007; Kirkpatrick, 2007), there are few 
investigations of learners’ attitudes about speaker models (He & Zhang, 2010; Jordan, 
2010; Sifakis & Sougari, 2005; Timmis, 2002). In the few studies that there are, the 
focus of discussions and investigations was limited to linguistic characteristics of 
speaker models. To gain a broader understanding of speaker models, the present 
study aims to document students’ attitudes about what characteristics lead students 
to see someone as a speaker model without limiting its scope to the linguistic 
characteristics. This leads to my research question: “What characteristics are needed 
for someone to be considered a speaker model by Japanese university students?” 

Below, I discuss results of previous empirical studies relevant to attitudes about 
speaker models. Although attitudes of both students and teachers have been 
investigated in previous studies, only the studies of student attitudes that are related 
to the purpose of this study are reviewed here. 

1.1. Previous studies related to attitudes about speaker models 

Studies related to speaker models have been conducted as part of attitude studies of 
varieties of English. For instance, Timmis (2002) investigated the preferred linguistic 
(accents and grammar) characteristics of students’ goals for learning by using the 
survey questions listed in Table 1. For accents, students were asked to choose 
whether they would prefer to have Student A’s “native-speaker competence” or 
Student B’s “accented international intelligibility” (p. 242). Regarding grammar, they 
were asked to choose whether they would prefer to have Student C’s “stable and 
consistent interlanguage”, Student D’s “control of the written-based grammar 
traditionally presented in ELT materials”, or Student E’s “native-speaker control of 
both formal and informal grammar” (p. 244). Results showed that a majority of the 
student participants perceived NS English as the ideal in both cases. As for the 
reasons for their preference for NS accented competence, it was noted that NS accent 
was “a benchmark of achievement” (p. 242) and they were motivated to learn NS 
accents. On the other hand, those who preferred accented international intelligibility 
noted that although it was ideal for student participants to be speakers of English 
with NS accents, it was impossible for them to become like NSs. Those with a 
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preference for NS control of both formal and informal grammar observed that NSs’ 
grammar was authentic and a “benchmark of achievement” (p. 245). 

Table 1. Timmis’s (2002) Survey questions regarding linguistic characteristics of students’ goals for 
learning. 

Student A: ‘I can pronounce English just like a native speaker now. Sometimes people think I am a 
native speaker.’ 

Student B: ‘I can pronounce English clearly now. Native speakers and non-native speakers understand 
me wherever I go, but I still have the accent of my country.’ 

Please underline one answer. 

Would you prefer to be like Student A or Student B? 

Student A Student B 

Student C: ‘I can say everything that I want to say. Native speakers and non-native speakers 
understand me wherever I go, but I use English my own way and sometimes I say things which native 
speakers think are grammar mistakes.’ 

Student D: ‘I know all the grammar rules I need so that I can say anything I want. I use these rules 
correctly, but sometimes English people use grammar that isn’t in the grammar books and I don’t want 
to learn this.’ 

Student E: ‘I use all the grammar rules that native speakers use, even the informal grammar native 
speakers use when they speak to each other.’ 

Please underline one answer. 

Would you prefer to be like Student C, Student D, or Student E? 

Student C Student D Student E 

 

As a follow-up study of Timmis (2002), He and Zhang (2010) investigated Chinese 
university students’ preferred linguistic (accents and grammar) characteristics as 
their goals for learning through questionnaires, follow-up interviews, and matched-
guised tests. For the questionnaires, He and Zhang used the same survey questions 
used in Timmis (2002). As for attitudes about grammar, they found that NS control of 
both formal and informal grammar was preferred by a majority of the student 
participants, which was similar to the result of Timmis’s study. However, with regard 
to attitudes about accents, accented international intelligibility was preferred by 
58.2% of the student participants and NS competence was preferred by about 41.6% of 
them. Regarding the reasons for their preference for accented international 
intelligibility, it was noted that it was not necessary for them to be able to speak with 
NS accents because English was just a tool to communicate with both NSs and NNSs, 
that their own NNS accents were important for identifying them as Chinese, and that 
it was impossible for them to speak English with NS accents because of the influence 
of their L1. Regarding the reasons for their preference for NS control of both formal 
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and informal grammar, the participants mentioned that an ability to control NSs’ 
formal and informal grammar makes students become more effective communicators, 
and it is better for students to learn “[s]tandard/perfect/good English” (p. 779). 
Moreover, the result from the matched-guise tests was that although the student 
participants did not show very negative attitudes toward Chinese accented English, 
they tended to show a strong preference for NS accented English. 

In order to understand the appropriateness of Japanese speakers of English as 
speaker models in the Japanese EFL setting, Jordan (2010) conducted a study of 
students’ attitudes toward the accents of three Hollywood actors from different 
backgrounds. Based on responses of 184 Japanese university students to a 
questionnaire, it was found that the participants held a perception that the Japanese 
actor’s accent was comprehensible and achievable but less attractive, compared with 
accents of the American and British actors. Moreover, from the participants’ 
comments, it was found that the participants desired not to sound Japanese when 
speaking English, and that they set achieving NS accents as their goals even if they 
thought it was unattainable. 

While the results of these studies indicate that some learners believe it is not 
necessary for them to be able to speak with NS accents for international 
communication and that it is important for them to keep their own accents of English 
as a marker of their L2 identity, the attitude exists among the general population 
that acquiring NS-like English is idealistic goals for learning English, and that those 
who can speak NS-like English are ideal speaker models. This ideal of NS English 
was also found in previous studies into varieties of English (Chiba, Matsuura, & 
Yamamoto, 1995; Matsuda, 2003). 

These studies indicate that a person has to be able to speak NS-like English to be 
seen as a speaker model, but are linguistic ones the only necessary characteristics for 
someone to be a speaker model? 

It seems that previous empirical studies (He & Zhang, 2010; Jordan, 2010; Sifakis 
& Sougari, 2005; Timmis, 2002) have paid attention exclusively to attitudes about 
linguistic characteristics of speaker models on the assumption that a person has to be 
able to speak the variety of English (accent in particular) that is favored or accepted 
in order to be considered a speaker model. This idea is found in the descriptions of 
speaker models. For example, Phillipson (1992) wrote: 

The native speaker serves as the model who can personify the native speaker abstracted 
and reified in works on standard grammar and vocabulary and in ‘received 
pronunciation’, and which teaching materials and sound-recordings seeks to reanimate. 
The teacher who is a native speaker is the best embodiment of the target and norm for 
learners. (p. 194) 

In similar vein, Jenkins (2007) writes: “The model, then, is not the LFC [Lingua 
Franca Core] but the local teacher whose accent incorporates both the core feature 
and the local version of the non-core items.” (p. 25) In addition, Jenkins foresaw that 
if an additive ELF norm which reflects the actual uses of ELF among NNSs were 
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established and introduced in ELT, NNS teachers would be able to serve with 
confidence as pronunciation models to be imitated by students—The additive 
indicates Jenkins’ position that students should have another option about language 
norms for learning English, so that students can choose one from another based on 
the students’ expected future interlocutors instead of being prescribed to see NS 
English as the language norm. Moreover, various terms have been used to refer to 
speaker models in previous studies, for example, language model (Mahboob, 2004), 
model (Philipson, 1992), model for imitation (Jenkins, 2007), pronunciation role model 
(Jordan, 2010), role model (He & Zhang, 2010; Kirkpatrick, 2007; Sifakis & Sougari, 
2005), and so on. However, these terms seem to cover speaker models judged only on 
linguistic characteristics (accent in particular). Thus, previous studies have been 
conducted on the assumption that having linguistic characteristics that are consistent 
with appropriate language norm is a necessary characteristic of a speaker model. 
However, previous studies do not show what students perceive as necessary 
characteristics for someone to be considered a speaker model other than linguistic 
ones. 

In studies of attitudes about characteristics of NS and NNS teachers as English 
teaching professionals, it has been reported that one of the advantages of NNS 
teachers as English teaching professionals is that they can serve as role models for 
students because they have gone through the same L2 learning experience that 
students experience (Braine, 1999; Kamhi-Stein, Aagard, Ching, Paik, & Sasser, 
2004; Nemtchinova, 2005; Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 1999). However, the definition of 
the role model in this area of study seems to be different from that of the speaker 
model that the present study is concerned with. A speaker model in this study is 
someone whom students consider a model as a speaker of English when learning 
English, and the primary focus is on speaking English. On the other hand, a role 
model is someone whom students use as a model for learning English in general, and 
this term does not include a specific focus on speaking. Thus, although it was found 
that NNS teachers were considered to be qualified teachers and good role models on 
account of their L2 learning experiences, they were not considered ideal speakers of 
English, according to questionnaire responses. These responses included many 
positive comments about NS teachers as speakers of English, but many negative 
comments about NNS teachers as speakers of English (Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2005; 
Ma, 2012). Thus, the role model in attitude studies about the characteristics of NS 
and NNS teachers is not identified with the speaker model in the present study. 
Although it may be interesting to investigate how L2 learning experience of NNS 
teachers is associated with the concept of the speaker model in this study, research 
findings do not demonstrate any link between them. 

1.2. The present study 

Although one might assume that students would consider someone whose English 
is NS-like to be a speaker model for learning English, are linguistic characteristics the 
only characteristics for someone to be considered a speaker model? As an exploratory 
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study, the present study addresses the research question, “What characteristics are 
needed for someone to be considered a speaker model?” In order to answer this 
research question, this study conducted semistructured interviews with nine 
Japanese university students. It is considered that the results of this study will offer 
important insights for future discussions about speaker models for EFL students. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

On the assumption that students who study English as their primary or secondary 
subject at university have a desire to be able to speak English, 10 undergraduate 
students of the faculty of foreign studies at a Japanese university were asked to 
participate in a face-to-face interview, and nine of them agreed to participate in the 
study without compensation, yielding a participation rate of 90%. Of the nine, four 
were male, and five were female. All had Japanese nationality and used Japanese as 
an L1. The range of the participants’ age was from 19 to 21 years old, with an average 
age of 20.1. Eight participants were English majors, and one was majoring in 
International Culture and Cooperation. The nine participants included one freshman, 
two sophomores, three juniors and three seniors. The years of English learning 
experience ranged from 7 to 16 years, and the average was 10.1 years. In terms of 
English proficiency level, six out of the nine participants had taken the TOEFL, and 
had scores ranging from 430 to 557, with an average of 469.5. Seven of the nine had 
taken the TOEIC, and their scores ranged from 360 to 745, with an average of 513.6. 
Six of the nine participants had experienced staying in an English speaking country 
such as the US, the UK, Canada, Australia or New Zealand for the purpose of 
homestay or study abroad, and the length of their stay ranged from two weeks to six 
months, and took place when they were 16 to 21 years old. 

2.2. Materials and procedure 

At the beginning of the each interview, the general purpose and the procedure of 
the interview were explained, and each participant signed a consent form. The length 
of the interviews ranged from 50 minutes to 1 hour 55 minutes with an average 
length of 1 hour 20 minutes, and all interviews were recorded with two IC recorders. 
All the interviews were conducted in Japanese, and the data collection continued until 
the data reached saturation (Dörnyei, 2007). 

In order to elicit the students’ attitudes about characteristics for someone to be 
considered a speaker model, this study conducted interviews with questions which 
covered the following topics: (a) the participants’ goals for learning English; (b) the 
people whom the participants wanted to be able to speak English like; and (c) the 
characteristics of the people. The participants continued to be asked about the second 
and the third topics until they could not name anyone else whom they had wanted to 
be able to speak English like. 
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In analyzing the data, I conducted tape analysis, a method which has been 
described as “taking notes while listening to the recordings, possibly marking parts of 
the data […] that warrant more elaborate subsequent analysis.” (Dörnyei, 2007: 247) 
Then I coded and categorized the notes into themes repeatedly until I gained a 
general picture of the participants’ attitudes about speaker models. 

3. Results 

The participants’ responses showed their goals for learning English and their 
attitudes about speaker models. In connection with the goals, the participants 
described their expected future interlocutors and the linguistic characteristics of their 
goals for speaking English. In connection with attitudes about speaker models, they 
described people whom they considered their speaker models and the characteristics 
of those speaker models (Table 2). 

Table 2. Analytical framework for interview data. 

Goals for learning English 

 Expected future interlocutors 

 Linguistic characteristics of goals for speaking English 

Attitudes about speaker models 

 People considered to be speaker models 

 Characteristics of speaker models 

  Linguistic characteristics 

  Behavioral characteristics 

3.1. Goals for learning English 

Each participant mentioned two to four goals for learning English. These were 
things related to speaking English—in fact, the second most frequently mentioned 
goal was to get a high score on standardized tests such as the TOEIC and the TOEFL 
in order to prove objectively their communication ability in English. In the 
descriptions of the goals related to speaking English, two themes emerged: (a) their 
expected future interlocutors; and (b) the linguistic characteristics of their goals for 
speaking English. 

3.1.1. Expected future interlocutors 
The description of their goals related to speaking English mostly included 

information about their expected future interlocutors. A majority of the participants 
envisioned their expected future interlocutors to be NSs (see Table 3). For instance, 
NS future interlocutors appeared in comments such as “I would like to become real 
friends with NSs, and would like to be able to fight with them in English,” and “I 
think it’s good for now if I could talk not to Japanese but to NSs in English on an 
equal basis for my job. This is my goal.” (translated from Japanese) One participant 
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said that she was hoping to become a flight attendant, an interpreter, or a translator 
that works with NS customers. Another student mentioned that he would use English 
when he travels to Europe or sees people from different countries in Japan in the 
future. Another participant mentioned that he was planning to be a teacher of English 
in Japan, and his interlocutors would be his future Japanese students. These indicate 
that the majority of the participants were learning EFL but not ELF, in that they 
were learning English to be able to communicate mainly with NSs but not with other 
NNSs. 

Table 3. Expected future interlocutors. 

 n % 

NSs of English 6 67 

People from different countries 1 11 

Japanese students 1 11 

Not specified 1 11 

Total 9 100 

 

3.1.2.  Linguistic characteristics of goals for speaking English 
The description of their goals related to speaking English included information 

about linguistic characteristics of the goals. A majority of the linguistic characteristics 
were related to NS competence. (Table 4) 

Table 4. Linguistic characteristics of goals for speaking English. 

   n   % 

NS competence   6   67 

Intelligibility to NNSs   2   22 

Not specified   1   11 

Total   9 100 

 

A majority of the participants commented that they would like to acquire NS level 
competence—the same or a very close level to what they have in their L1s, a level 
where they are treated as an NS by NSs, a level at which they could work with NS co-
workers on an equal basis, or at which they would be understood by NS customers 
without any problems. A typical comment was: 

My ideal is, including dirty words appearing in movies, something that doesn’t 
make my interlocutors feel a sense of incongruity. […] My speech shouldn’t be 
something that makes my interlocutors feel that my English is a foreign 
language. Natural, on an equal basis, the same level that makes the 
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interlocutors forget about that [the fact that my English is a foreign language]. 
It would be good if my English could achieve the level that the interlocutors 
forgot about the fact that my mother tongue was Japanese. (researcher’s 
translation) 

However, the participant felt that NNSs were unqualified for evaluating the 
adequacy of NNSs’ English, and that it was difficult for NNSs to achieve NS-like 
English. This sense of powerlessness was expressed in the following comment: “It’s 
just an intuition of NSs, so I guess it’s not something I can judge. I don’t know how to 
say… I guess, in order to achieve a fluency level where they don’t notice that I am an 
NNS, it would take so many years.” (researcher’s translation) These comments 
indicate that although the participants are aware that setting NS level English as the 
goal is considered to be unrealistic, they still hold ideal for acquiring NS level 
competence. 

On the other hand, some participants had being intelligible to other NNSs as their 
goal. For instance, after mentioning that he would go to Germany in the future, one 
participant talked about the linguistic characteristics of the English he wanted to 
acquire: 

When I take a trip, not only in Japan but also anywhere, there are many 
opportunities to be spoken in English. In these situations, my English doesn’t 
have to be perfect. But if I were able to say what I wanted to say in English, I 
think that it wouldn’t mean that I had acquired English but that I had achieved 
the level where I could use English. (researcher’s translation) 

Another participant who was planning to be a high school teacher of English in the 
future expressed his opinion regarding both NS competence and intelligibility to 
NNSs from the standpoint of a teacher of English. After mentioning that his goal for 
speaking English was to be able to conduct his class in English, he stressed that it 
was of greater importance to be intelligible to his future students than to acquire NS 
competence: 

I want to be able to speak British English which is the origin of English or the 
American English that is often used in Japan, but from the standpoint of a 
teacher, because it would be difficult for students to understand British and 
American English even if I could speak English like NSs, I want to be able to 
speak simple English that Japanese students can understand easily. 
(researcher’s translation) 

This comment shows the participant’s view that although NS-like English is ideal 
on the one hand, it is important for Japanese teachers of English to be able to speak 
simplified English that is different from NS English on the other. 

3.1.3.  Conclusion about goals for learning English 
All of the participants had goals for learning English that were related to speaking 

English, and in the descriptions of their goals, they mentioned their expected future 
interlocutors and linguistic characteristics of their goals. Although some participants 
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imagined NNSs as their expected future interlocutors and thought of being intelligible 
to NNSs as the desired linguistic characteristics of their goals, a majority of the 
participants were learning EFL but not ELF in that they expected to communicate 
with NSs in the future but not with other NNSs, and they had goals related to NS 
competence. However, one of the latter expressed a comment indicating that although 
she was aware that setting NS competence as her goal for learning English was 
unrealistic, she still held ideal for acquiring NS-like English. 

3.2. Attitudes about Speaker Models 

After describing their goals for learning English, the participants described people 
whom they already knew and wanted to be able to speak English like. In this section, 
(a) the people considered speaker models, and (b) the characteristics of the speaker 
models are discussed. 

3.2.1.  Participants’ speaker models 
Each participant mentioned two to five people whom they wanted to be able to 

speak English like. The participants mentioned 32 people in total. (In some cases, the 
same person was mentioned by different participants because the participants were 
from the same university.) Those mentioned included: Japanese teachers of English; 
classmates; senior students; and a Japanese teacher of other subject. (Table 5) The 
Japanese teachers of English were not only from the university but also from high 
schools and English conversational schools. More importantly, those who were 
considered to be speaker models were all NNSs. 

Table 5. Participants’ speaker models. 

   n   % 

Japanese teachers of English 20   63 

Classmates   6   19 

Senior students   5   16 

A Japanese teacher of other subject   1     3 

Total 32 101 

3.2.2. Characteristics of speaker models 
After describing those whom they considered their speaker models, the participants 

described characteristics of each speaker model in detail. In their descriptions, two 
types of characteristics emerged: (a) linguistic characteristics; and (b) behavioral 
characteristics. 

3.2.2.1.  Linguistic characteristics 
The participants mentioned linguistic characteristics of the speaker models such as 

fluency, intelligibility, speaking speed, complexity of English, pronunciation, coolness, 
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sounding confident, and tone of voice. Linguistic characteristics such as fluent 
English, fast English, “cool English”, confident-sounding English, English with lower 
tone of voice were mentioned when describing linguistic characteristics of NS-
sounding speaker models, and linguistic characteristics such as intelligible English, 
slow and clear English, and simple English were mentioned when describing 
linguistic characteristics of NNS-sounding speaker models. (Table 6) 

Table 6. Linguistic characteristics of speaker models. 

   n   % 

NS-sounding English 13   41 

NNS-sounding English 13   41 

Not specified   6   19 

Total 32 101 

 

Furthermore, fluency that was described with Japanese adjectives such as “pera-
pera [fluent],” “sura-sura [fluent],” and “ryuchou-na [fluent]” was frequently 
mentioned as a linguistic characteristic of NS-sounding speaker models. Many 
participants explained that speech with connected sounds of English words sounded 
fluent, and that this kind of speech also sounded like NS English, as exemplified in 
the following comment: 

It could seem funny to you if I said that the teacher is really like an NS because 
he is fluent, and he often speaks English with connecting sounds of words 
without taking any pause for every word, and speaks English really fluently. 
[…] Like he connected words and words, like speaking English so fluently. It 
was like an NS who was speaking. (researcher’s translation) 

The same participant also expressed his opinion that speech in English with a 
lower tone of voice sounded like NS English. 

Comments such as “American English and British English sound fluent, and sound 
like NS English to everyone, so I think these are cool” (researcher’s translation), 
indicated that NS-sounding English was perceived as fashionable by the participants. 
There was also a comment that those who can speak like NSs sounded confident in 
speech. 

As for the linguistic characteristics of the NNS-sounding speaker models, 
intelligibility was frequently mentioned. Although there were comments that speech 
with connected sounds sounded like NS English as stated above, it was also noted 
that this way of speaking made it difficult for the participants to comprehend the 
speech. On the other hand, speech in which every word was pronounced clearly 
without connecting the sounds of words was felt to be Japanese-sounding English, and 
this was perceived as a positive linguistic characteristic of Japanese-sounding speaker 
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models. For instance, one participant used the word “beautiful” to describe the 
English of her two speaker models: A senior student at her university with NS-
sounding English; and her university teacher of English with Japanese-sounding 
English. When asked to explain what she meant by “beautiful”, she said: 

This beauty [of my senior’s English] means speaking English fluently. It isn’t 
like speaking every word one by one carefully because he speaks English 
fluently. I think his way of speaking English is like an American’s. […] This 
beauty [of my teacher’s English] means speaking English that we can easily 
comprehend. I think it’s an accent that Japanese can easily listen to. It doesn’t 
sound like an American’s, and it really isn’t English for Japanese, but it is 
rather close to English for Japanese. (researcher’s translation) 

This comment shows that while NS-sounding English was considered to be a 
positive linguistic characteristic in terms of fluency, Japanese-sounding English was 
also considered a positive characteristic in terms of intelligibility. 

In sum, various linguistic characteristics were mentioned to describe the 
participants’ speaker models, but what students’ comments indicated was that not 
only NS-sounding English but also NNS-sounding English were acceptable for 
speaker models. 

3.2.2.2. Behavioral characteristics 
Besides linguistic characteristics, the participants frequently mentioned behavioral 

characteristics of the speaker models such as using English in front of the 
participants and telling the participants about events using English. 

As an example of speaker models’ use of English in front of the participants, one 
participant talked about an event that motivated her to feel that she wanted to be 
able to speak English like a senior student at her university. At the university, there 
was a center called Kiso Kyoiku Center (Basic Learning Center) where junior and 
senior students who were good at English worked as teaching assistants (TAs). At the 
center, events in which the participant saw the TAs speaking in English to each other 
motivated her to feel that she wanted to be able to speak English like them: 

At the Kiso Kyoiku Center, TAs talk with each other not in Japanese but in 
English when they joke or when they have something they don’t want other 
students to hear. When I saw something like this, with my own eyes when I saw 
that the TAs had studied abroad and had come back to Japan with 
communicative skills in English, I felt that indeed they are quite good and that I 
want to be able to speak like that. (researcher’s translation) 

In the case of speaker models who were Japanese teachers of English, the 
participants mentioned behavioral characteristics such as explaining the contents of 
previous classes in English at the beginning of the day’s class, talking in English 
about something that was not in the textbook, conversing with assistant language 
teachers (ALTs) in English, rephrasing words that the participants could not 
understand into simple sentences in English. 
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Because Japanese teachers of English seemed to be important figures in the 
discussions of speaker models, the participants were asked to remember other 
Japanese teachers whom the participants had been taught by and had not named as 
speaker models, and to think whether or not the participant could see the other 
Japanese teachers as speaker models. The participants’ responses were that they 
could not consider the other teachers to be their speaker models, and the general 
reason was that they had not seen the teachers using English. Talking about her 
Japanese teacher as one of her speaker models, one participant described one event 
that changed her perception toward the Japanese teacher as a speaker of English, 
which suggests that the actual use of English is a reason for an NNS teacher to be 
considered a speaker model. 

When I saw him [her Japanese teacher] talking to a receptionist at the airport 
and to other teachers when I studied abroad, I thought that he could speak 
English well. […] Before I studied abroad, I thought that he was not good at 
speaking English. I was taught [English] by him in Japanese, and he seldom 
spoke English in the classroom. And even if he gave us [students] quizzes and 
said the answers to the quizzes in English, I thought that he was not that good 
at speaking English. But after I saw and listened to that [the Japanese teacher 
speaking English] when I studied abroad, I thought that he could speak good 
English. (researcher’s translation) 

Also, some participants said that their teacher’s retelling events in which the 
teacher had used English motivated the participants to consider the teacher their 
speaker model. For instance, one participant said that her Japanese teacher often told 
her about the teacher’s own experience in using English, and this motivated her to 
consider the teacher her speaker model: 

She often went to many places abroad and stayed there. It seemed like she had 
studied English since a long time ago, and […] She often told me that sometimes 
she brought friends who she had met abroad to Japan and that she hung out 
with them. (researcher’s translation) 

In sum, the participants mainly considered Japanese teachers of English as their 
speaker models, but it was found that there were many other Japanese teachers who 
were not considered to be speaker models. The difference between the teachers who 
were considered speaker models and those who were not lay in whether or not 
students observed a teacher using English for communicative purposes or telling the 
participants about events in which the teacher had used English. The participants did 
not consider being a teacher of English as a proof of being a speaker of English. 

4. Discussion and conclusion 

The present study investigated the characteristics that were needed for someone to 
be considered a speaker model by Japanese university students. Interview results 
showed that although the participants were learning EFL and their goals for speaking 
English were mainly to acquire NS-like English, they saw Japanese people as their 
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speaker models. It was not necessary for the speaker models to have NS-like English, 
but it was necessary for them to give evidence of themselves as speakers of English to 
be considered speaker models. 

What are the implications of this finding? The first implication is that people tend 
to hold idealistic goals at the linguistic level. In the present study, a majority of the 
participants wished to acquire NS competence. There was a comment indicating that 
although one participant was aware that it was unrealistic for her to set NS-level 
English as her goal, she still had a strong desire to acquire NS competence. The desire 
to acquire NS competence was related to their assumptions that NS English was 
ideal. This result is consistent with previous studies that indicated that students 
showed a strong preference for acquiring NS-like English over NNS-like English (He 
& Zhang, 2010; Jordan, 2010; Timmis, 2002). The ideal of NS English has also been 
reported in other studies such as Matsuda (2003) and Chiba, et al. (1995). 

The second implication is that linguistic characteristics are not the only factor for 
someone to be considered a speaker model. Although all the participants had a strong 
preference for NS English in the present study, a surprising finding was that they all 
named Japanese teachers of English or other Japanese students as someone whom 
they wanted to be able to speak English like. As reasons for considering the Japanese 
to be their speaker models, the participants talked about the linguistic characteristics 
and behaviors of Japanese, and from their comments, it emerged that it was not 
necessary for the speaker models to be able to speak NS-like English, though it was 
necessary for the speaker models to give evidence of themselves as speakers of 
English to the participants. 

On the basis of these implications, it becomes clear that future research on speaker 
models needs to broaden its scope and not only be concerned with linguistic 
characteristics. This is an important change in direction from previous studies in 
which the linguistic characteristics of speaker models have been the central concern 
(see Jenkins, 2007; Kirkpatrick, 2007) and have sometimes been treated as if they 
were the only characteristics for being a speaker model (see He & Zhang, 2010; 
Jordan, 2010; Sifakis & Sougari, 2005; Timmis, 2002). Because people hold ideal 
goals, it is not surprising that NSs have been considered appropriate speaker models 
in those research studies. However, investigations with a broader scope may show 
that NNS teachers are considered speaker models as shown in the present study. 

In dealing with the issue of speaker models, some previous studies have attempted 
to add alternative/additive NNS-based language norms for learning English, in the 
hope that someday NNSs will be able to play important roles as speaker models. 
However, these attempts have shown that acceptance of the proposed NNS-based 
language norms is a challenge, due to people’s strongly held attachment to NS 
English (Jenkins, 2007) and to the belief that NS English was the appropriate 
language norm for the present and future (Suzuki, 2011; Young & Walsh, 2010). 
Jenkins (2007) notes that people’s attitudes toward NS English has not changed for a 
century. Although the majority of the participants in the present study also saw the 
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acquisition of NS English as their linguistic goal for learning English, NNS teachers 
were considered speaker models on non-linguistic grounds. These suggest that, at the 
attitude level, it is reasonable for ELT to recognize NNS teachers as speaker models 
and to take account of their non-linguistic characteristics for being speaker models. 

As possible characteristics of speaker models, further studies can pay attention to 
the following two factors: (a) teachers’ L2 learning experience; and (b) their 
instructional language choice. First, previous studies of attitudes about 
characteristics of NS and NNS teachers as English teaching professionals have 
reported that NNS teachers had important roles as role models because they had gone 
through the same L2 learning experience as students (Braine, 1999; Brutt-Griffler & 
Samimy, 1999; Kamhi-Stein et al., 2004; Nemtchinova, 2005). This L2 learning 
experience could be seen as one kind of qualification for being a speaker model. In 
previous studies, it was not clear as to whether the role model meant someone whom 
students considered a model of a speaker of English when learning English, or 
someone whom students saw as a model for learning English in general. However, in 
the present study, it was found that Japanese people were considered to be speaker 
models, and one participant described how seeing her speaker model’s successful path 
as a learner/speaker of English made her imagine her own realistic future path as a 
learner/speaker of English. This suggests that relating L2 learning experiences may 
be one factor in a teacher’s being perceived as a speaker model. 

Second, based on the finding that Japanese teachers of English who had not used 
English in the classroom were not perceived as the participants’ speaker models, it is 
crucial to pay attention to amount of NNS English teachers’ use of English in the 
classroom as another factor in a teacher’s being perceived as a speaker model. NNS 
teachers’ infrequent use of English in the classroom was reported to be one of their 
weak points as teachers of English (Benke & Medgyes, 2005; Reves & Medgyes, 1994), 
but on the other hand their use of L1 was reported to be one of their advantages 
(Cheung & Braine, 2007; Kamhi-Stein et al., 2004; Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2005; Ma, 
2012; Reves & Medgyes, 1994; Samimy & Brutt-Griffler, 1999; Seidlhofer, 1999; Tang, 
1997), indicating that an ability to use both L1 and L2 is an important characteristic 
for teachers of English. However, the connection between NNS teachers’ use of L2 in 
the classroom and their being perceived as speaker models has not been discussed nor 
investigated in previous studies. 

The present study dealt only with Japanese learners of English. It would be useful 
to conduct a similar study with learners from other L1 backgrounds. This might show 
whether the results here reflected some cultural tendency. It would also be useful to 
conduct a similar attitude study with NNS teachers. Investigating from different 
perspectives would lead us to a better understanding of issues regarding speaker 
models. 

As an exploratory study, this study has raised issues for future discussions about 
speaker models. It is expected that future research will lead us to a better 
understanding of issues regarding speaker models, and eventually to a better learning 
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and teaching environment in which NNS teachers will be able to play the role of 
speaker model. 
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