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Revisiting the Need for Critical Research in
Undergraduate Colombian English Language Teaching

Re-examinar la necesidad de una investigacion critica
para los pregrados en enseiianza de inglés en Colombia*

Carlo Granados-Beltran
c.granados@unica.edu.co
Institucién Universitaria Colombo Americana UNICA, Bogota, Colombia

This article shares a reflection based on the relations found between the partial findings of two on-
going projects in a BA program in bilingual education. The first study is named Critical Interculturality in
Initial Langnage Teacher Education Programs whose partial data were obtained through interviews with four
expert professors of Licensure programs across Colombia. The second project is Estado del Arte de los
Trabajos de Grado 2009 - 2016, which involved an inventory of the theses done by students as graduation
requirements for the BA program. Based on these data, the article urges a re-assessment of criticality
in research at the undergraduate level by problematizing the hegemonization of action research, the
instrumentalization of language and research, and the subalternity for those being researched.

Key words: Action research, critical theory, decolonial option, research in English language teaching,
undergraduate programs.

Este articulo es una reflexién acerca de las relaciones entre los hallazgos patciales de dos investi-
gaciones en curso en una licenciatura en educacion bilingtie. En el primer estudio, La interculturalidad
critica en los programas de formacion inicial de docentes de lengnas extranjeras, parte de los datos surgieron de
entrevistas con cinco profesores expertos de licenciaturas de distintas zonas de Colombia. El segundo,
Estado del arte de los trabajos de grado 2009 — 2016, es un inventario de las tesis desarrolladas como requisito
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de grado para la licenciatura en educacion bilingtie. El articulo insta a una re-evaluacion de la criticidad
en la investigacion en los pregrados en ensefianza de inglés al problematizar la hegemonizacion e ins-

trumentalizacion del método de investigacion-accion y la subalternizacion de los investigados.

Palabras clave: investigacién-accion, investigacion en pregrados en enseflanza de inglés, opcion de-
colonial, teotfa ctitica.

Introduction

The purpose of this article is to share a reflection exercise emerging from a compatrison
between two sets of data obtained from two on-going research projects in a BA program
in bilingual education. The first set was obtained from a group of four expert professors
from licensure programs across Colombia interviewed for a doctoral project entitled Crizical
Interculturality in Initial Language Teacher Education Programs. The second set was obtained from
Estado del Arte de los Trabajos de Grado 2009 - 2016, which accounted for the theses developed
by students in the BA program in bilingual education. This paper urges a reassessment
of critical approaches to research in the field of English language teaching (ELT) in
undergraduate programs in Colombia to better respond to the current situation of the world
and the country, to national language policies, and to the kind of research most commonly
promoted in teacher education programs at undergraduate levels.

Language Pedagogy in the Current Postmodern World

Bauman and Giddens (as cited in Portera, 2011) stated that postmodernism has
contributed to “an inward-looking human being, a person imbued with an individualistic
and narcissistic attitude, self-centred, material goods and quantity-oriented (to the detriment
of quality), with a volatile and erratic nature” (p. 13). This phenomenon, he argues, has
affected educational systems since strategies, curricula, and methods are revised superficially,
originating technical solutions which are stripped of clear objectives and solid moral
principles; thus, in a time of uncertainty, fragmented life, weakened authority, and a culture
of economic force redefining educational goals is needed.

The acquisition of goods and skills, just for their own sake, seems to be what leads
the current world, instead of the construction of a better world by the overcoming of
conflict and the creation of beauty (Phipps & Levine, 2012). Language pedagogy is not the
exception; nowadays, it is focused on the meeting of standards which represent a certain
level of acquisition of that skill. However, language pedagogy has an ethical goal that goes
into the construction of intersubjective meanings that help us both to understand ourselves
and others in the interest of better societies.
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As for Colombia, we have experienced a plebiscite for a peace agreement with a high
degree of abstention and a negative result due to manipulative leadership, which questions
the existence of an informed citizenship. Nonetheless, we are moving into a post-conflict
society where interacting with different actors, preventing confrontations, and assertive
communication become paramount. Additionally, in relation to language pedagogy, there is
an increasing concern about the importance of mother tongue literacy for bilingual processes,
as expressed by Araujo and Corominas (1996), Bermuidez, Fandifio, and Ramirez (2014), and
Maturana (2011). In the same way, De Zubirfa (2014, 2016) has constantly questioned the
real need to become proficient in English when students lack skills in mother tongue literacy
and citizenship.

Literature Review

Based on the scenario described, I will start the paper by discussing the tenets proposed
by Kincheloe and MclLaren (2005) to establish a link between critical theory and qualitative
research. After that, I will describe some critical aspects of ELT and, specifically, Colombian
ELT based upon the proposal of a decolonial option (Kumaravadivelu, 2016). Then, I will
present the reasons I perceive for a reassessment of critical approaches by emphasizing three
aspects: (1) the problems caused by a hegemonic notion of action research as #e research
methodology for ELT contexts, as experienced in licensure programs, (2) the need for a
horizontal approach to research (Corona Berkin & Kaltmeier, 2012) that accounts for the
participants’ stories and voices, and (3) a renewed idea of critical English language teachers
as power-literate (Kincheloe, 2004) professionals, able to work out the malleable dynamics of
power in order to move beyond denouncing the problems to start intervening them.

“New” Principles for Critical Theory

I should first clarify that the word new has quotation marks because the principles
discussed by Kincheloe and McLaren (2005) are not exactly new. Instead, these principles are
a consolidation of different branches of critical theory with an update for the current world.
For the sake of brevity, I will only discuss seven of the tenets proposed: (a) the nature of
the researcher, (b) a critique to technical or instrumental rationality, (c) the immanence of
critique, (d) a constant questioning of ideology, (¢) problematizing linguistic and discursive
power; (f) an interest in the connection among culture, power and domination; and (g)
cultural pedagogy.

In this critical theory update, researchers are intellectuals focused on gauging their work
towards social critique based on the idea that any thought is mediated by power relations
which are socially and historically constructed. Kincheloe and McLaren (2005) also state
that the purposes of critical researchers go beyond mere description and interpretation to
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potential political actions; and therefore, they are always on the lookout for new theoretical
perceptions which help them comprehend the dynamics of power and oppression and how
they shape daily life and human experience.

Critical theory also questions technical rationality as a form of alienation in which means
are prioritized over ends, leading to an extreme emphasis on method and efficiency rather
than on purpose and consequence; thus, key topics are related to the bow, instead of the why.
Kincheloe and MclLaren (2005) critique how this rationality pervaded research in such a way
that there is an extreme concern for methods, techniques, and efficiency as a substitute for
its more humane purposes.

Critical researchers would have to be worried not only about what is, but also about what
should be; this is the immanence of critique. Researchers with a critical view aim their studies to
trigger social reform instead of just describing the problem. In this sense, they are concerned
about overcoming egotism and ethnocentrism to foster new kinds of relationships among
diverse people and groups. Immanence in the context of critical research implies the use of
human knowledge to create a better and fairer world, with less suffering and more individual
satisfaction (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005).

Ideological hegemony, another aspect in this renewed critical theory, refers to cultural
forms, meanings, rituals, and representations which produce consent of the status quo and
the particular places of individuals within it (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005). This ideological
hegemony is not immediately observable, but it is composed of premises that become part
of common sense; moreover, when critiquing hegemony, an exploration of the different ways
of resistance exercised by subjects is also undertaken.

In critical theory, language is not conceived as objective or neutral; on the contrary,
linguistic descriptions contribute to construct realities by means of discursive formations
(Foucault, 2002) which contribute to their regulation and domination. They exemplify how
discourses contribute to regulation: “in educational contexts . . . legitimate power discourses
say insidiously to educators what books students can read, which instructional methods can
be used and which systems of belief and visions of success can be taught” (Kincheloe &
McLaren, 2005, p. 310).

Culture in this version of critical theory is a site of power struggle among different
groups both dominant and subordinated by the production and transmission of knowledge.
It is acknowledged that each culture possesses its own systems of meaning that are products
of diverse ways of knowing produced in their specific contexts. Lastly, cultural pedagogy
is understood as helping individuals notice the ways in which cultural agents produce
hegemonic forms of seeing (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005). This implies the problematizing
of media as new educators contributing to the construction of hegemonic representations and
meanings that ought to be questioned through a literacy of power (Kincheloe, 2004).
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After presenting these tenets of critical theory, I will continue by discussing the
connection between these principles and the decolonial option for ELT discussed by
Kumaravadivelu (2016) and how this could serve as a guide for analysing the context of ELT
in Colombia at the undergraduate level.

Critical Aspects in ELT and Colombian ELT

The decolonial turn was developed by Latin American theorists to problematize the
vestiges of the colonial past of Latin American countries. The authors belonging to this
group (Castro-Goémez, 2005; Dussel, 2000; Grosfoguel, 2006; Lander, 2000; Mignolo,
2000, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2010; Quijano, 1992; and Walsh, 2005, among many
others, argue that the effects of European colonization in the Americas can be traced up to
the present day; these effects constitute what they name coloniality, which is divided into
three dimensions: coloniality of knowledge, coloniality of being, and coloniality of power
(Restrepo & Rojas, 2010).

Walsh (2005) asserts that the coloniality of knowledge should be understood as the
repression of other ways of producing knowledge different from the white European scientific
one. Restrepo and Rojas (2010) also describe some geopolitics of knowledge resulting
in a peripheralization of some places and the centralization of others which lead to the
subordination of non-Western knowledges and their labelling as folkloric, magic, or alien to
expert discourse.

The second dimension, coloniality of being, aims at the subaltern condition ascribed
to the subjects from these former colonies, contributing to a maintenance of a complex
of inferiority and the search to fulfil the European ideal of race, gender, class, and sexual
orientation. Restrepo and Rojas (2010) state that the coloniality of being is the ontological
dimension of the coloniality of power in which certain people are constructed as inferior
or non-human based on their positioning in the colonial world-system. This means that,
based on the European history of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the idea of being is only
embodied in the white European post-Renaissance man (Mignolo, 2001), while populations
from other regions make up part of a marginal ontology or their existence is suppressed.

Finally, the third dimension embeds the other two; coloniality of power aims to describe,
but also, to subvert the mechanisms by which subalternity is enforced and kept, including
social, economic, and political conditions as well as cultural conditions, usually constructed
by means of discourse formations that become commonsensical truths. Quijano (1992)
explains that the colonial power structure did not disappear with the end of colonial times; on
the contrary, this structure remains as the framework in which social relations operate; thus,
leading to a set of social discriminations. Walsh (2009) describes the coloniality of power
as founded on a racialized hierarchy and on the assumption of a natural superiority justified
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by the dichotomies of East-West, primitive-civilized, irrational-rational, non-human-human,
magical/mythical-scientific, and traditional-modertn.

Kumaravadivelu (2016) discusses the problems of coloniality in ELT and urges the
enactment of a decolonial option. He describes three problems in relation to coloniality:
native speakerism, hegemonic methods and materials, and non-native English speaking
teachers as subaltern professionals. Native speakerism refers to the mistaken idea that only
the people who speak an ideal English language variety, usually British pronunciation or
standard American English, could be the models to follow for English language learners, and
that, due to their proficiency in the language, those native speakers are the ones entitled to
teach it; therefore, contributing to maintain a coloniality of being. Native speakerism has been
increasingly questioned. Rampton (1990), Medgyes, (1992), Moussu and Llurda, (2008), Facz
(2011), and Viafara (20106), among many others, have problematized the lack of correlation
between teaching skills and nativeness, the unreality of setting native speaker proficiency
as a goal for foreign language speakers, the unfair classification that nativeness and non-
nativeness create, and the inadequacy future language teachers in peripheral countries may
feel due to native speakerism.

The dimensions of coloniality interplay with one another; therefore, the coloniality
of being is linked with the coloniality of knowledge. In this sense, for example, Gonzalez
(2010, 2012) discusses academic colonialism present in Colombian ELT, when teachers’
and teacher educators’ local knowledge is displaced by foreign agencies and editorial
companies whose native speakers design, train, and certify non-native teachers. In this way,
non-native teachers are constructed as flawed for not speaking as natives and as subaltern
professionals for not using methods coming from central English-speaking countries, such
as the USA or the UK.

The next problematic aspect, named by Kumaravadivelu (2016) as methods and
materials of marginality, is related to the hegemonic idea of applying methods and materials
developed in inner-circle countries, such as the USA or the UK (Kachru, 1990), for instance,
in the use of the communicative approach and its derivations for ELT in diverse territories,
independently of the sociocultural conditions of the contexts. This pervasiveness of the
communicative approaches is enhanced, argues Kumaravadivelu (2016), by centre-based
textbook editorials which foster the use of certain methods and techniques by means of
training sessions offered by the editorials for using the books. This phenomenon is related
to both coloniality of power, since local editorials cannot always compete with the centre-
based editorials (English or American), and to coloniality of knowledge since only one type
of knowledge in relation to language teaching is accepted, that is, the one produced in inner-
circle countries.
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In Colombia, this dimension of coloniality in ELT has been widely studied (Cardenas,
Gonzilez, & Alvarez, 2010; Gonzalez, 2007, 2009; Gonzilez, Montoya, & Sierra, 2002;
Gonzalez & Sierra, 2005). These authors question the training workshops offered by
international editorials based on the existence of best practices, usually designed by centre-based
experts that, when applied sequentially and timely, would supposedly guarantee excellent
results. This fosters an instrumentalization of practice leading to a de-professionalization
of language teachers who become consumers rather than producers of knowledge. This
final element also leads to the third issue of non-native teachers as subaltern intellectuals.
Kumaravadivelu (2016) argues, based on the Gramscian concept of hegemony, that power
structures construct subaltern subjectivities through “an ensemble of political, social,
cultural, [and] economic relations that weaken [subalterns’] will to exercise their agency” (p.
76). This means that the two previous dimensions of coloniality, their practical elements and
their links to the coloniality of power, contribute to construct non-native English speaking
teachers as subaltern professionals.

To exercise resistance against coloniality, Kumaravadivelu (2016) states that actions
emerging from the subalterns themselves could challenge and change the set of relations
that marginalize them; this could happen when subalterns gain critical consciousness and
develop a collective will to act. Based on Mignolo’s (2007a) “grammar of decoloniality”,
Kumaravadivelu (2016) offers a set of actions for non-native teachers to begin decolonizing
ELT. These are, first, preventing research that aims to demonstrate the efficiency of non-
native speaking teachers or to compare their efficiency with that of native-speaking teachers;
second, designing teaching strategies responsive to the historical, economic, and sociocultural
conditions of the contexts and developing materials which are aligned to local conditions and
instructional strategies designed by local professionals; third, restructuring teacher education
programs so that prospective teachers become producers and not consumers of pedagogic
knowledge and materials; and fourth, doing proactive research, which means “paying
attention to the local exigencies of learning and teaching, identifying researchable questions,
producing original knowledge, and subjecting it to further verification” (Kumaravadivelu,
2016, p. 82).

As can be observed, most of the actions linked to decolonizing ELT are connected to
research. However, the argument in this article is that for truly exercising resistance against
coloniality, the way we understand research would have to be re-assessed in light of what is
understood as critical.

Method

The context where the projects are taking place is a 12-year-old BA program in bilingual
education in Bogota, Colombia. Its goal is to educate future English teachers based upon the
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philosophy of liberal arts, whose aims are critical thinking, an open mind towards diverse
cultures and societies, and integrated knowledge through an interdisciplinary approach to
education. As a graduation requirement for the program, students engage in a research
project which may or may not be linked to the teaching practicum. The figures mentioned
later in the paper relate to a preliminary analysis of these theses in terms of research
interests.

The first set of data comes from some interviews with four professors from licensure
programmes. I wanted to have a wider view of pre-service teacher education in the country;
that is why the teachers interviewed were located in four major cities in Colombia: Medellin,
Florencia, Neiva, and Cali. I intended to include some other professors from Bogota, Tunja,
and Pasto; however, when writing this paper, the interviews had not been accomplished.
These participants were also selected because of their experience with the national linguistics
policies; thus, all of them were or had been engaged in projects about the promotion of
bilingualism in their regions.

The second set of data comes from an on-going project by the Research Director(s) of
the BA program whose aim is to construct an inventory of the thesis projects to identify
trends and gaps, and to help students write their theses by building knowledge on these
previous studies. They were classified based on these criteria: Topic, Title, Similarities and
Differences with other theses addressing the same issue and Conclusions. The projects selected
covered a period of seven years, from 2009 to 2016.

Findings

In the project Estado del Arte de los Trabajos de Grado 2009 — 2016 (Direccion de
Investigaciones — UNICA, 2016), developed by the BA Research Director(s), there was a
tendency towards applicationism (Cabra-Torres et al., 2013) noticed in the kind of research
questions and topics students pursued. As can be seen in Table 1, there is a continuous
interest in inquiring about teaching skills and learning strategies, sometimes in combination,
for example, reading improvement through learning strategies, improving proficiency by
using songs, movie strategies to acquire English vocabulary, and so on.

Interest in some topics such as motivation, interaction and use of technology remain
constant. However, as theses move to wider issues influencing teachers’ work at school,
such as critical thinking, bilingual policies, citizenship competences or teaching Spanish, the
percentages decrease; yet it is important to highlight the emergence of an incipient interest
in intercultural competence, citizenship competence, and learning disabilities, which could
possibly indicate a student’s growing concern about these issues.
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Table 1. Percentage in Topic Selection in the BA Program

2009
Language skills 8%
Learning strategies 38%
Emotion management 8%
Teacher training 15%
ICT 23%
Interaction 8%
2010
Language skills 23%
Learning strategies 36%
SIOP model 14%
Motivation 18%
Learning disabilities 9%
2011
Language skills 34%
Learning strategies 15%
Classroom management 9%
Motivation 12%
Interaction 12%
Assessment 6%
Learning disabilities 6%
ICT 6%
2012
Language skills 67%
Learning strategies 25%
Interaction 8%
2013
Language skills 20%
Learning strategies 15%
Bilingual policies 10%
Motivation 10%
Intercultural competence 10%
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Assessment 5%
Learning disabilities 5%
Citizenship competences 5%
Curriculum 15%
Transition from elementary to middle school 5%
2014
Language skills 40%
Teacher training 12%
Motivation 10%
Critical thinking 12%
Parental participation 13%
Ethics 13%
2015
Language skills 34%
Learning strategies 18%
Bilingual policies 8%
Classroom management 8%
ICT 8%
Learning disabilities 8%
School government 8%
Critical thinking 8%
2016
Language skills 28%
Learning strategies 16%
Teachers’ performance and practice 16%
ICT 16%
Assessment 8%
Identity and creative writing 4%
Spanish as a foreign language 4%
Motivation 4%
Critical thinking 4%

Note. ICT = Information and communication technologies, SIOP = Sheltered instruction observation protocol
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The interviews with the four expert professors were done via S&ype. They were interviewed
in Spanish; interviews were recorded and subsequently translated and transcribed. These
professors expressed some concerns about the ways research is addressed in undergraduate
programs, as can be observed in the extracts shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Extracts From the Interviews With Professors (Authot’s Translation and
Underlining)

Then, what we knew was the students for example, worked didactics a lot;
then, they went to the classroom and did action research, and well, they came

up with a little project and that’s it. But now we ate trying to raise awareness

and stronger dynamics about the need for undergraduates to be educated as
researchers and seeing the classroom as a sort of laboratory.

For students to research and not only do action research, but also case studies
for them to study a bit more about qualitative research. So far none have

become interested in quantitative research because they are, let’s say, humanists;

Professor 1

then, as there has been a tragic history due to issues of public order, they are
more aware of the needs and weaknesses of this region.

We do a lot of work in action research, a lot of action research, always with

the purpose of looking at classroom processes, how to improve them, how
to establish a plan, how to try an intervention and make corrections, but
also they’re given a view about exploratory research, qualitative research—
descriptive, exploratory, explanatory, and other cases, correlational, is explained

Professor 2

to them.

Then licensures, for example, nationally as far as I know, we include . . .
research strongly. That is important to me, but I know it is not the same in all
the universities. It keeps being related to what we mentioned before, basically:
Professor 3 [foreign] language, plus methodology, plus a lot more of linguistics.

There’s another area to develop and highlight, and it is that universities

do research, but that research is not causing an impact on teachers or the
educational system. Then, that’s a thing we have to revise more deeply.

I think that we, still for that technical vision we have . .. well, I speak from
what I see, right? And I’ve seen in conferences and I’ve seen not only at the
University, but in many places. For the technical vision that we’ve had of what
education is and what an Fnglish teacher is, who we mostly see as a language
Professor 4 instructor.

I say if we have to study five years for that, mate, well, to say things like . . . with all
due respect, but I tell students that; I tell them: Look guys, if you have questions

and your project is how songs can promote students’ oral production; well, mate.
I think there might be people interested in that, but ’'m not one of them.
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Then we can do a lot—to answer your question—we can continue doing lots

of action research in the practicum. We can continue searching for the students
to do certain kind of projects, but if the research topics and questions that we

keep on doing are of that technical sort, we’re never going to improve. I think
the questions we should start asking is why a boy from [X neighbourhood],

living within violence . . . why one of those guys is not motivated to study
English? You might pose the question and it might happen that you’re not able
to answer it during the practicum year, but it might be me who sets the first
steps that another person could follow.

Then, we keep on studying motivation, whether it is intrinsic or extrinsic and we
Professor 4 don’t move beyond. I mean, and it does not occur to us to think about another

thing; then we continue discussing the integration of the four skills. Then, I say,
how can we continue talking in abstractions? Then, I think student research

has a lot of potential, but if we change the questions . . . if we keep on asking
ourselves the same questions, we’ll keep on obtaining the same results.

Last year, the conversation (with the Ministry) started from a very technical
vision . . . what we need is giving teachers X hours of this, of teaching them
how to use this material and after go and look how...if they are truly using it
and if not, then, see how they can use it. And I told them: No, for that kind of

training, you don’t need the university . . . For that purpose you can search a
language institute or an operator who does that easily for you.

After clarifying the methodological aspects of this paper, I will expand on the notion
of decolonizing ELT research by de-emphasizing the instrumental nature of both language
and research, problematizing the naturalization of hegemonic action research, establishing
horizontal relations when doing research, moving from causality to comprehension, and
finally, reconstructing the role of local language teachers as public intellectuals (Giroux,
2012).

Tensions in ELT Research

As can be seen in the interview extracts from professors 1, 2, and 4, action research is
somehow becoming the defaunlt methodology for ELT due to its impact on teaching practice
by means of constant reflection about what is done in the classroom. It can also be noticed
in the numerous action research books for language teachers (Burns, 1999, 2010; Mclntyre,
2000; Mills, 2007; Sagor, 2000; Wallace, 1998; and many others). Kemmis and McTaggart
(1988) define action research as

A form of collective self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in
order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social or educational practices, as well
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as their understanding of these practices and the situations in which these practices are carried

out. (p. 5)

It is important to emphasize in this definition the elements of rationality and justice
of social practice. Latin American pioneers of action research, Fals Borda and Rodrigues
Brandao (1987), state that action research is different from other methods due to the
collective way in which knowledge is produced and how that knowledge is made collective
too. Nonetheless, observing how action research is implemented in the ELT undergraduate
contexts, it seems that this method is becoming routinized and therefore, stripped of these
characteristics with an emphasis on the instrumentality of both language and research, as
I could observe in the theses topics for the BA, which would usually follow a formulaic
pattern: bow to use X to improve Y, for example: Movie strategies to improve English comprebension
and vocabulary, Improving second language proficiency of young learners through songs, Getting the most out
of pronunciation through CALL, Mind-mappers and wikis for the improvement of writing skills, among
other titles.

Cabra-Torres et al. (2013) in their study about research and innovation in licensure
programs contributed two important findings. First, pedagogical practice, which is
commonly linked to research in licensure programs, places a strong emphasis on what is
practical, represented in the “applicationism”; that is, applying theories, methods, strategies
ot solutions (Cabra-Torres et al., 2013, p. 338). Second, the authors also argue that there is a
lack of articulation between teacher educators in licensure programs and schools, leading to
an imposition of explanatory theories of educational phenomena, beyond institutional and
existential diversity and complexity in educational practices (Cabra-Torres & Marin, 2015, p.
168). This applicationism can be observed in ELT academic environments, when in academic
research encounters, members of the community ask—particularly when the research focus
is about a contextual or social pressing concern—=How is that used to teach English or “x” aspect
of English? Or as exemplified in the kind of inquiry students pursue in the undergraduate
program.

The professors interviewed are also critical of different issues related to research on
the undergraduate level, as could be seen in Table 2. They name the widespread use of
action research to solve classroom problems, and even one of the professors talks about
“little projects” resulting from action research. However, they also state having started to
teach about some other designs such as case studies, descriptive, exploratory, or correlational
studies. Second, Professor 4 questions the technical emphasis on BA research projects which
disregard contextual needs. As can be read in the interview extract, he wonders whether
licensure programs should take five years to end up continuing research about common
topics such as the use of songs to foster oral production, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
or skills integration, neglecting other concerns related to the characteristics of the population
and social conditions influencing language learning,
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The routinization of action research in ELT contexts also brings about the issue of
ascribing pathologies to school populations, either students or teachers. In the case of
initial teacher education programs, this is probably caused by starting an action research
project focused on a problems (Burns, 1999; Mclntyre, 2000; Wallace, 1998). This leads to
three inconveniences I have noticed when guiding students in their projects: first, a mistaken
idea of the problem always being something pathological to be solved; second, identifying
the problem based solely on the researcher’s view without the participants’ intervention;
and third, particularly in the BA programs, attaching an iwaginary problem to the population
due to time pressures to meet the graduation requirement. What these factors entail is a
distortion of the true nature of action research by a strong emphasis on causality (if x action
is taken, y should improve) rather than on trying to comprehend participants’ behaviours,
contexts, needs, histories, and voices.

Formative research at the undergraduate level needs to address other research questions,
even more so due to the current state of the country described before, and manifested in
an increasing critique of the national linguistic policies, political debates based on the poor
results of the linguistics policy in Bogotd, a hopeful transition to a post-conflict society, and
an evident need of an informed citizenry. English as a language cannot be a goal per se,
but it can be a means to construct a better society. Along history, different languages played
the role English plays today—Greek, Latin, French—then, there is no guarantee that in the
future any other language will not replace English as /ingua franca; therefore, the goal does not
lie exclusively on learning English, or any foreign language, for instrumental purposes. ELT
research both at the undergraduate and graduate level in Colombia could become a fertile
terrain for both critical education and inquiry which goes beyond the instrumental nature of
the foreign language, to rethink it as a means to comprehend other people and contexts as
well as the local ones.

Finally, recalling the urge posed by critical research to go beyond contemplation to
motivating and—if possible—executing concrete social reforms, it is also important, as
mentioned by Professor 3 in the interview, to reflect upon the impact university research has
on schools, teachers, and the educational system since it seems there are a lot of descriptions
and diagnoses, but there is no follow-up, involvement, or transformation; this means critical
researchers and teachers would have to re-assess their role as mere complainants to engage
as public intellectuals who become agents of change in their corresponding spheres of
influence.

Re-Gaining Criticality in Colombian ELT Undergraduate Research

Based on the dimensions of coloniality—coloniality of being, coloniality of knowledge,
and coloniality of power—this section suggests possible initiatives for reinvigorating critical
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ELT research in Colombian undergraduate contexts. The dimension of coloniality of
being could be addressed by creating more horizontal relations between the researcher and
researched so that the latter are not deemed unilaterally flawed. Corona Berkin and Kaltmeier
(2012) explain that horizontality is an alternative mode of research that intends to reduce
power differentials between the researcher and researched. It aims to understand the Other
as a subject under construction since the researcher and researched are constituted in one
another and the voice of the Other is determined by the one who listens to it in a dialogic
context of speaker and listener. This implies that researchers should become aware of their
positionalities (Madison, 2012) and how they could be influenced by the constellations of
power; that is, how their position is marked by the dynamics and logic of the academic field,
which has a high symbolic power and is deeply informed by the coloniality of knowledge
(Kaltmeier, 2012). In this way, neither students nor teachers would be ascribed problems
that they may not have, but through a horizontal dialogue, researchers would be able to
comprehend and transmit participants” histories and voices.

In relation to the coloniality of knowledge, it would be necessary to boost the transition
English teachers are making to research questions of a less technical sort which explore
more the links between political, economic, social and cultural conditions, and ELT in
Colombia. Also, the selection of action research as a method to carry out inquiry would
have to be sheathed again with its critical and participatory features to truly take steps
towards the immanence of critique. In addition, to avoid the hegemonization of action
research, prospective ELT undergraduate and graduate researchers could appropriate other
methodologies that might enrich their understanding of contexts and participants, such as
ethnography, phenomenology, narrative research, and case studies, among other possible
study designs.

As for the coloniality of power, ELT researchers would need to gain awareness of their
role as public intellectuals whose positionality should be integrated by morality, rigor, and
responsibility in such a way that their actions enable the emergence of alternative models
mediating between higher education and society (Giroux, 2012). Nonetheless, this also means
that critical ELT researchers need to discern the dynamics of power to use them to foster
their goals. Lukes (1985) described three dimensions of power: the first, when A persuades
B to do something s/he wouldn’t normally do; the second, when A establishes for B the
rules and outcomes of the game; and the third, when A influences B’ wishes and thoughts
to make them want things opposed to their own interests.

It would be important for ELT researchers to be able to wade into these dimensions.
As can be seen in the final interview extract from Professor 4, he managed to decide with
whom and how to develop his research and educational projects because he had/has
constructed a solid professional self, allowing him to determine the rules and goals of his
professional activities. Thus, it is important for future language teachers to construct an
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image as professionals and to become skilful in foreseeing the ideological force of Lukes’s
(1985) third dimension of power to avoid being its victims.

Limitations

Due to the limited nature of the data, it is important to acknowledge that the arguments
I make might not be generalizable. However, it is important to recall that the professors
interviewed come from different cities in the country and their concerns are similar to the
ones I present. Therefore, it would be important to conduct exercises like the one of Estado
del Arte de los Trabajos de Grado 2009 — 2016 described here in other undergraduate programs
to identify if there have been any changes in the technical nature as regards student research.
It would be also important to develop some other interviews with professors from other
licensure programs to see if their appreciations about research coincide with the ones shown
in the interviews.

Conclusion

This article shared a reflection on the importance of revisiting critical approaches in the
field of research in undergraduate ELT due to current world and national changes. The tenets
for updated critical research by Kincheloe and McLaren (2005) served as the foundation
for exploring Colombian ELT research in the BA programs. One tenet of critical theory is
the interpellation it makes to an excessive emphasis on technical rationality; this could be
observed in an inventory of BA graduate projects which featured causality, technicality, and
language instrumentality, and which followed the method of action research.

Secondly, an updated critical theory problematizes hegemonic ideologies. Action research
risks becoming hegemonized as the defanlt methodology for inquiry at the undergraduate level
due to the ways it is planned and executed in this academic context. A consequence of action
research as a hegemonic ideology is the production of particular places for individuals; in this
case, as flawed or possessing x or y problem in undergraduate projects. For example, participants
often suffer from lack of proficiency in a skill as well as suffer anxiety, pronunciation
mistakes, lack of motivation, lack of vocabulary, and lack of classroom management skills,
among many other issues.

Finally, modern critical researchers are intellectuals who focus their work on social
critique; it was argued in this paper that it is necessary to recover this role for language
educators by becoming power literate and moving beyond contemplation and complaint to
more concrete actions, which could be based on a grammar of decoloniality, encompassing
new research questions, local materials development, recovery of local pedagogies and
practices, and exploration of local contexts and participants.
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