Chapter 5

A Decolonial Perspective into Language
Policy Studies: An Analysis for Future
Methodological Practices’

Andrea Gallo-Lozano
Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educacion, Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas

Introduction

In recent years, the so-called decolonial perspective has become increasing-
ly important and challenging, especially in the research field. This perspective
criticizes the continuity of colonial practices and tries to find different ways to
improve the research process, leaving aside colonial Eurocentric ideologies. As
Ortiz Ocana & Arias Lopez (2019) state:

Siguiendo a Dussel, Rodriguez (2016a) considera que la cuestién metodolégi-
ca es importante en el proceso de descolonizacién. “Las nuevas generaciones
tienen la tarea de continuar con las hipétesis planteadas, una de las mas inte-
resantes es la de investigar en clave decolonial, que es mds enriquecedor que
hacerlo pasivamente-acriticamente bajo el esquema colonial eurocéntrico”
(p- 215). En consonancia con lo anterior, desde hace algunos anos, se viene
trabajando en esta direccion. Asi, tenemos la propuesta de descolonizacién
de las metodologias (Smith,1999), la metodologia de los grupos oprimidos

*  This chapter draws on the epistemological reflections on my doctoral research study that looks
into the implementation practices of bilingual policies by language teachers. This doctoral re-
search proposal was approved by the CADE at Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas.
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(Sandoval, 2000), o la descolonizacion de las ciencias sociales' (Bautista,
2012, 2014). (p. 151)

The decolonial perspective proposes a deep reconsideration of everyday practices,
especially in the knowledge production and research field. For example, within
the ELT field it is quite meaningful to analyze implicit colonial practices like the
proliferation of English that has largely come at the hands of different forms of
colonization. Furthermore, if we talk about language policies in ELT, we will notice
that applying decolonial practices is even more necessary as language contexts
look to embrace English in their own way, which may or may not be aligned with
colonial legacies. Nevertheless, the question of how to improve the implemen-
tation process in language policies from a decolonial perspective is ultimately
an essential one. Another question that might arise is: Is it convenient to follow
the decolonial approach with language policies in the ELT field? Answering these
questions could help us to better understand methodological procedures and
unveil problematic situations in language policy research.

The present analysis is going to start by describing my locus of enunciation
in order to better comprehend my research interest in the field of language pol-
icy, which is, in turn, explained in the second part, at which point | present the
analysis of the methodological choices used in language policy studies until this
moment and the possible tensions and challenges that are implied in a research
study that uses a decolonial perspective. | will finish the analysis by presenting
the methodological directions that could be made possible with a complete and
efficient research study related to language policies.

How to generate interest for language policy research

Language policy and planning is a very complex field in which many agents
participate. In fact, in a way, everyone plays an important role in the implemen-
tation process of language policies. As a graduate student, teacher, and mother,
upon reflecting on my own experiences, | realized that in my life, | had played
many different roles in the process of language policy implementation. | started
as a student at secondary school, then at the university in undergraduate, master

decolonization process. ‘New generations have the task of continuing with the hypotheses
raised; one of the most interesting is to research from a decolonial perspective, which is more
enriching than doing it passively-acritically under the Eurocentric colonial scheme’ (p. 215).
In line with the above, work has been ongoing in this direction for some years now. Thus, we
have the proposal for the decolonization of methodologies (Smith, 1999), the methodology of
oppressed groups (Sandoval, 2000), or the decolonization of social sciences” (own translation).
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and doctorate programs, where | have been trying to implement the language
policies proposed by the government. However, such a task is not as easy as the
government claims. The National Bilingualism Program of 2004-2019, the latest
language policy in Colombia, asks the population to become bilingual (English-
Spanish), but as with any educational or language policy, one has to contend
with the reality of people’s everyday life, their desires, abilities, and plans. As an
English/French teacher in private and public universities and secondary schools,
| have been implementing many language policies, but in doing so have faced
innumerable obstacles trying to adapt and appropriate the language policies set
forth by the National Bilingualism Program. Even as a mother, | realized that |
am also touched by these laws and decrees when my kids have to follow guide-
lines about languages, but at the same time struggle with teachers’ pedagogical
methods, different language proficiencies of their teachers, and even textbooks
or lack thereof.

Those conflicts about language policies take place not only in the Global
South, but also in the Global North. When I finished my undergraduate program,
I was full of questions and doubts about how other countries manage their learn-
ing-teaching process with their traditions and cultures. Luckily, | got the oppor-
tunity to visit countries in Europe, Asia, and North America. For instance, | spent
some time in England, where | worked in a public school. | observed how tradi-
tional teaching methods were still being used, and the language proficiencies of
some teachers were not as high. Furthermore, | witnessed discrimination against
Romani and Indian languages on a regular basis. While this was all happening,
at the same time, in an English university, language teachers were teaching to for-
eigners about “new and different” ways to teach English! What a contradiction!
Something is definitely not working, | thought. Apparently, schools and universi-
ties work in different directions.

My experience in Asia was also great and useful because it allowed me to ana-
lyze and compare the implementation of language policies in Colombia and India.
India is a country whose national languages are Hindi and English, but English
is not used by all population: only 12% of the population speaks English, 40%
speaks Hindi, and around 60% of the population uses one or more of the other
twenty-two different official languages. In Colombia, as in India, English was im-
posed by the government to be used in business and tourism through laws, decrees,
and regulations. While India recognizes its language variety, the Colombian gov-
ernment largely ignores languages outside of Spanish. In this sense, the National
Bilingualism Program understands “bilingualism” as the use of English and Spanish,
disregarding the existence of many different Indigenous languages, and, what is
worse, the English class is not bilingual under the English-only practice.
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Being in the United States makes me think about the immigrant population
who have to speak English to the detriment of their language, while, at the same
time, other languages are welcome in some states. The contradiction is quite
difficult to manage and gives the sensation that language policies are not as con-
sistent as we normally assume.

Those experiences and my struggles as a teacher made so much noise in my
professional and home life that | started to become interested in how language
policies are being created and implemented in my country, as well as how dif-
ferent this approach has been to other countries and who the agents behind this
process are. | have learned to bear in mind that a person can play many roles at
the same time and has to be in communication with other actors.

Research interest

During my doctoral studies, | intend to focus my research on language policy in
the English Language Teaching field. According to my research, much has been
said about methodologies, pedagogy, and the learning process of languages, but
not a lot about language policy and planning. Nonetheless, a few research stud-
ies about language policies have already been developed in Colombia. Some
of them present an overview and an analysis of the different language policies
proposed by different governments over the years. Other studies focus on teach-
ers as the main educational stakeholders who follow the implementation and
appropriation process of language policies.

Those analyses have unveiled a reality about language policies in the coun-
try. The Colombian government had imposed agendas according to economic
interests. As Shohamy (2009) explains: “They [linguistic policies] are driven by
wishes and aspirations, by political and economic aspirations” (p. 47), arguing
that learning English improves the living, professional, and work conditions of
citizens. As Guerrero (2009) argues in her study: “The goal of the educational
revolution is to improve the quality of education and extend access to education
in order to promote the social and economic development of the country and
better the living conditions of Colombians” (p. 67). The reason for this is that
countries from the Global North have declared that the English language is the
language for business and communication around the world. A byproduct of this
soft power is that countries need to have a plan to use or teach English if they
want to increase their economic opportunities with countries from the Global
North that favor English. As such, globalization became a colonial mechanism
where many countries depend on the regulations developed in Europe, where
English is one of the official languages of the European Union. As a result of
European influence, language users are often classified based on the CEFR by
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levels of proficiency. Consequently, teachers’ and students’ identities change in
search for an “ideal teacher” or an “ideal student.”

In Colombia, many plans have been launched, but they lack continuity and
consistency since their objective is employability instead of social development.
These regulations have become a lucrative business where the teachers’ voices have
been largely ignored (Gémez Sara, 2017). According to Le Gal (2018), the language
policies in Colombia have sponsored imported technological resources for ELT,
imported teacher certifications, imported teacher training, imported methodol-
ogies, imported materials, imported teachers, and even language policies under
foreign influence. These situations consistently reinforce whiteness as another colonial
mechanism to perpetuate the power of knowledge. As argued by Usma (2009), laws,
decrees, and regulations lead to inclusion, exclusion, and stratification processes
that give way to discrimination.

In this instance, the last regulation in Colombia was the National Bilingualism
Program, where the president asked the population to be bilingual, but where
“bilingual” is taken to mean speaking only in English and not using Spanish or
any other local language. There is a strong misconception about what bilingual
means (Usma, 2009). In fact, according to Guerrero (2009), the concept of bi-
lingualism in Colombia emerges into three categories: “1) Bilingualism means
speaking English; 2) Bilingualism is a packed, monolithic and homogeneous
concept, and 3) Bilingualism is based on a set of myths” (p. 104). So, the English
language is privileged over different languages, and what is worse, native lan-
guages continue to be neglected and ignored.

In this very complex field, as we have already seen, most of the information
speaks about teachers as the main educational stakeholders in the process. Teachers
have the responsibility to implement language policies and make them appropriate,
but the process is not only theirs. In fact, teachers depend on other different edu-
cational stakeholders such as principals, coordinators, and administrative officers
who are charged with the interpretation and implementation process. On the
other hand, students and parents also take part in the adaptation and appropria-
tion process. Unfortunately, little is known about other educational stakeholders
aside from teachers. What are their struggles? What happens with their feelings
and thoughts about language policies, and how do they interplay in the process?
These are some questions that awakened my interest in unveiling the educational
stakeholders’ struggles and reflecting on the development of the language policy
process from a human and critical perspective.
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Methodological uncertainties

When talking about language policy and planning, we realize that most of the
articles read for the literature review (Gallo-Lozano, 2025) turn their attention
to how regulations, laws, and decrees have been adopted in different countries
around the world. They explain when—and sometimes why—the measures have
been changed. Another kind of article focuses its attention on the main edu-
cational stakeholder in the process of language planning: “the teacher.” Those
qualitative research studies follow an ethnographic methodology where data is
collected by instruments like class observation and interviews. The analyses of
those instruments have disclosed the teachers’ struggles and the contradiction in
language policies. Other articles have analyzed the discourse used in language
policies, and this interesting critical exercise unveiled the misconceptions about
Colombian language policies. On the other hand, few studies have used case
studies as a methodology for their research. This kind of methodology is quite
motivating because it allows the researcher to specify the context, the popula-
tion, and their particular feelings and struggles.

The fact that language policy studies have been positioned into modern
methodologies where researchers have control of their research studies is significant.
Researchers are on the outside of the process, normally acting as observers who
analyze the information. It is evident that the hierarchy between participants and
researchers is a result of positivist structures used for years in the research field. If
we analyze our current economic, social, political, and cultural situation, we realize
that at least one hierarchy exists in every single field. As a consequence of colonialism
many hierarchies continue to be present in racial (white skin color as superior),
ethnic (Indigenous people as inferior), economic (United States and Europe as rich
countries), gender (male as superior), and epistemic (Americans and Europeans as
people who have the true knowledge) relationships. These hierarchies tend to create
discrimination and subordination between populations around the world. It is so
sad to realize that we have been living in the same way for years and years without
asking for reasons or a different way to do things. However, it is delightful to find
people who want to do things differently, who want to decolonize our cultures,
knowledge, and relationships. In this sense, it would be quite interesting to apply
decolonial methodologies to language policy and planning studies because this
kind of approach is impressive, challenging, and could really change the procedures
in the field. Bearing this in mind, we must analyze it carefully to know if we can
apply it to language policy studies. First, we begin by talking about one of the most
important points of the decolonial perspective: “heterarchy.”

When a community is not organized by a subordination scale, this is called a
heterarchy. In this kind of organization, members can listen to each other carefully
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and express themselves freely without fear of being punished or judged, because
they will have the opportunity to share their knowledge according to their experi-
ences and context. So, thinking of a heterarchy is not absurd, but it is challenging.
Heterarchy gives us the idea that all the participants in a community can help
and be helped by each other. Heterarchy sounds great, but it is not so easy to put
into practice. It is quite difficult to set aside power relationships when we have
been using them for years. For most people, it is difficult to change something
that they have learned and repeat on a daily basis, so they tend not to believe in
or feel confident about change.

Now, in terms of research, it would be very interesting to work in a heterarchi-
cal construction because the participants can feel that they are really important
to the research. They are not going to feel like guinea pigs and therefore can
contribute more to the study. Thus, the research will be enriched with different
perspectives and not only with the researcher’s point of view. In any case, it is
also challenging because all the participants as researchers should have an in-
terest in the study.

According to my experience and basic knowledge, traditional research has two
basic actors: the researcher and the participants. I have always thought that participants
must follow the activities proposed by the researcher, while the researcher has to
analyze the data and give a specific result. | previously had not seen the hierarchy
that exists between the researcher and the participants. That hierarchy exists because
the researcher is the person who has total control of the information, process, and
knowledge. Meanwhile, participants do not get engaged in the research process;
they just answer general questions. The researcher’s point of view is the only
truth. However, thinking carefully, these research practices are part of positivist
epistemologies where everything has to be measurable, observable, and objective.
There is no place for subjectivities, so participants are seen with a hegemonic eye:
All of them are the same and answer the same questions. Their real voices are not
heard. We only have the perspective of the researcher, and his/her interpretations
according to his/her observation outside of the situation.

As a researcher, | find it interesting to change the traditional way of investigating
and of seeing the participants. | think we can get better results if the participants
get really involved in the research. All of them are different and part of different
“worlds,” so they can offer more help with their diverse points of view or
perspectives. They could enrich the investigation if we really knew who they are
and let them participate in a very active way. This idea of sujeto conocido-sujeto
cognoscente (known-subject-knowing-subject) from a decolonial perspective is
quite challenging because we come from a very traditional, modern, and positivist
ideology, and the process has been repeated many times during our education
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and throughout our lives. Nevertheless, it is never too late to learn and put new
elements and processes into practice. First, the power relationship has to disappear
or, at least, has to be minimized to allow for the co-construction of knowledge. It
is important to understand and recognize that we, as researchers from the Global
South, comprehend the world differently and work in a different way, so why
have we continued perpetuating Western ideologies? We have to start a cognitive
interaction between participants and researchers right now, and little by little
achieve a real change in the realm of knowledge.

Well, following this way to position the researcher and the participants in the
research study with a “non-hierarchy,” we can use better terms like “decolonial
negotiator” instead of the normally used “researcher,” minimizing the positivist
perspective around the actors of research. On the other hand, by working in this
way, we have the opportunity to interact with an ecology of knowledge where all
the research agents can share their knowledge coming from different body-pol-
itic positions. In this sense, we can say that this action can be related to a “con-
templar communal,” as explained by Ortiz Ocana & Arias Lépez (2019), where
the participants can listen, feel, observe, and experience with the negotiator. This
negotiator is not the only one who observes and analyzes, but the person who
lets others observe him/her observing.

According to Ortiz Ocafa & Arias Lépez (2019), the contemplar comunal
opens the possibility to start a conversar alternativo, which is another decolo-
nial action where participants can create an intercultural, affective, and reflexive
conversation. The different agents can express not only their knowledge but also
their feelings, judgements, and points of view. According to Rivera-Cusicanqui
(cited in Ortiz & Arias, 2019), research is:

A dialectic of thinking poles, as the scenario in which two subjects reflect on the
vision that each one has of the other and on the lived experience, which gener-
ates a pact of trust that configures narratives to transform experiences and reveal
their sense and meaning and thus generate other investigative logics. (p. 159)

The idea is not to get information but to produce it. This conversar alternativo is a
conversation where the other is welcomed, included, and protected. The last deco-
lonial action proposed by Ortiz Ocana & Arias Lépez (2019) is to apply a reflexionar
configurativo. In this stage, participants analyze and problematize how their job
and daily activities contribute to reproducing the capitalist modern colonial system.
They problematize their practices, knowledge, and feelings in a collective way.

These decolonial actions are quite interesting because they let participants go
further and explore themselves and their partners. Beginning with the contemplar
communal, participants are not seen as research objects but as people who think
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and perceive the world differently, who feel and experience their knowledge in
diverse ways. Then, through the conversar alternativo, the power relationships
can be notably minimized, giving the floor to the reflexionar configurativo where
the participants can provide better results with the help of everyone involved.

If we are applying decolonial actions in the development of language policy re-
search, it is important not to fall prey to epistemicide or extractivism. Epistemicide
or epistemic violence is when knowledge is neglected, made invisible, or killed
because of power relationships or, as Pulido Tirado (2009) explains, “violence
exerted by authoritarian regimes through the epistemological repression exerted
on the Others through the denigration and invalidation of their own knowledge
from certain universal discursive systems that they represent and reinvent for them-
selves” (p. 117, author’s translation). Extractivism is when knowledge is presented
without presenting the author or neglecting his or her existence, or when the au-
thor is changed by another actor because of power relationships. So, we can talk
about “epistemic violence,” which seems like quite a hard title, but it represents
the real situation of many countries in Latin America. Ever since | was a child, |
have always thought it difficult to understand why advanced civilizations like the
Incas, Mayas, or Tayronas were not appreciated. Teachers used to talk about those
great civilizations, but in any case, they did not give them enough importance,
maybe because of their deep-rooted colonial thought. So, we did not spend a lot
of time studying them. It was imperative to study European civilizations to the
point that we, as students, knew more about other countries like France, England,
the United States, or Spain, and almost nothing about Latin America.

Unfortunately, the knowledge produced in Latin America was neglected and
silenced. In fact, native knowledge was not considered real knowledge. On this
point, Villa & Villa (2015) explain that:

The historical process of enclosing or leaving others out is identified as a politi-
cal strategy that begins by denying those who were considered to be lacking or
absent from humanity. Disposing of the bodies and territories of those inferior
peoples has become an obsession that has prevented seeing, naming, and stag-
ing a dignified relationship, full of respect and value. (p. 241)

The same happens in language research when researchers present participants’
knowledge as if that knowledge belongs to the researcher or when they do not
give importance and credit to the participants’” knowledge. This situation could
also be called epistemic violence.

Considering the articles “Violencia epistémica y descolonizacién del cono-
cimiento” by Pulido Tirado (2009) and “Epistemic disobedience, independent
thought and de-colonial freedom” by Mignolo (2009), the landscape becomes
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clearer, but, at the same time, it is so disappointing to realize that for years and
years we have been dominated by European civilizations not only in an economic
way but also in the field of knowledge which, in my opinion, is the heaviest way
of domination.

Gradually, people end up taking ideas from the Global North and repeating
them until they think that it is the only truth. People forget who they are and start
thinking that they are not allowed to think or do things differently; they lose their
self-esteem. The same process happens with psychological violence within the
family, where power is used to offend, frighten, humiliate, and silence different
points of view.

This problematic situation allows us to understand why a lot of people from
Colombia used to say that we live in the “Third World,” a pejorative expres-
sion: They believe firmly that this idea is totally right and almost always think
that everything that is done by European civilizations is perfect and worthy
of being followed.

I love how authors problematize the situation and try to give some solutions
such as decolonization through “border thinking,” taking into account that, ac-
cording to Walsh (2005), it is necessary to recognize that all knowledge has val-
ue, including the color, gender, time, and place where it originated.

Having reached an improved and more reflective reasoning about decoloni-
al perspectives in language policies studies, we can say that by doing research
under this arduous and thought-provoking perspective, we could arrive at very
interesting results, unveil real situations, and maybe propose solutions to a spe-
cific problematic situation. Nonetheless, realistically, those decolonial actions
are quite challenging and hard to develop. For instance, to apply a contemplar
comunal or conversar alternativo, all participants must be given the time and
must give themselves the opportunity to observe and analyze themselves, as well
as others, and the way they act. Additionally, it is important to keep in mind that
each of the different stakeholders that participate in the process of creating lan-
guage policies are a part of specific power relationships that are not easy to leave
aside, creating and implementing languages policies.

On the other hand, human relationships are not perfect, and sometimes mem-
bers do not have good relationships. This problematic situation makes partici-
pants feel shy, lacking in confidence or not ready to open their hearts and minds.
Thus, it is necessary to start with small decolonial actions in the research field in
order to develop language policy studies under this decolonial perspective.
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Future directions

Bearing in mind the previous analysis, we can say that, in terms of future methodo-
logical directions in language policy studies, research studies under the decolonial
perspective are quite interesting and challenging. Nowadays, we are surrounded
by a lot of colonial practices in every single field, and language policy is not the
exception. That is why language policy studies are challenging, because people
have been repeating the same actions throughout their lives, and changing their
habits and ways of thinking and acting is really difficult. In fact, change is not
possible overnight; it needs a process whereby people can gradually change
their point of view about the way they act and think. In this sense, we have to say
that it is better to follow a different perspective that lets us do research studies
about language policies in a critical way. A decolonial perspective is great, but
we have to acknowledge that people are not ready for these changes, and it is
necessary to prepare them.

Meanwhile, for this specific research study about the place of the different
educational stakeholders in the National Bilingual Program, | propose to carry
out the study under the socio-critical perspective while still using some practices
from the decolonial perspective in order to minimize colonial practices such as the
hierarchy between the researcher and the participants, the lack of acknowledgement
of the participants” knowledge, neglect or theft of knowledge (epistemic violence
and/or extractivism) during the collection of data, the positivist instruments like
structured and semi-structured interviews, and surveys with a lot of participants
or analysis under the sole point of view of the researcher.

Decolonial actions such as contemplar comunal, conversar alternativo, and
reflexionar configurativo are quite ambitious to apply at this moment, so we have
to continue looking for a decolonial methodology according to our context and
everyday reality.
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