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Chapter 2 
ELT Textbook Writer Ideologies on 
Textbook Creation:  
An Auto-Ethnographic Study
Jeisson Méndez-Lara
Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educación, Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas

Introduction
This chapter will begin by outlining the challenges I face as a teacher-researcher 
in formulating a research design to investigate the difficulties, perspectives, ac-
knowledgement, and rights of ELT textbook writers involved in the production 
process. I set out to find the disputes that occur between the big publishing 
houses and the Colombian ELT textbook writers’ struggles of the self, recognition, 
rights, payment, and other aspects to be considered hidden in the arena of ELT 
material production in the field of ELT Education. In this respect, I present the ELT 
writer as a subject who in the publishing process can be subjected to the market 
needs and requirements or in which I can be able to find other types of disputes. 
It is important to mention that from a Foucauldian take on the subject, the ELT 
writer as a subject is not completely subjected because they can find subtle 
forms of resistance, such as teacher subject-writers who can provide a range of 
identity options for learners who use textbooks without the need to trust what big 
publishing industries present as the valid knowledge required to teach English.

I find that the ELT writer’s subjectivity could be relevant in terms of the extent 
to which they can accept or reject what is included in the textbooks. Subjection 
can take place when the writer wants to ascribe identities and claim identities, 
depending on whether the writer as a social actor is active or passive in the 
process. Regardless of whether they acknowledge it or not, ELT textbook writ-
ers are influenced by the conditions they face during the production process.  



Jeisson Méndez-Lara

36

U
ni

ve
rs

id
ad

 D
is

tr
ita

l F
ra

nc
is

co
 Jo

sé
 d

e 
Ca

ld
as

This includes both embracing certain ideas from hegemonic practices and chal-
lenging previous instances of imperialism that they have identified. These influ-
ences can be observed before, during, and after the publication process.

The configuration of the writer as a subject is determined in three dimensions: 
knowledge, power, and subjectivity, the latter a reflection of the way the subject 
understands and expresses itself depending on the context (Foucault, 1979). In 
this section, I will examine how ELT textbook writers strive to present a more 
balanced perspective of the world. However, their efforts are often hindered by 
market demands and editorial restrictions, preventing them from incorporating 
their own personal experiences, thoughts, and academic backgrounds that are 
relevant to the specific context. This resistance against conforming to the indus-
try’s imposed framework is a challenging path for ELT textbook writers who wish 
to publish material that goes against the grain. With big publishing companies 
dominating the market and absorbing independent textbook companies globally, 
the author who is critical of the colonial power dynamics at play not only partici-
pates in the editing process but also resists to becoming subjected to it.

This chapter will be divided into four sections. To begin, I will utilize an auto-
biographical statement to highlight my perspective on my research topic. Next, 
I will examine the role of ELT textbook writers and their relationship with large 
publishing companies, aiming to uncover the colonial power dynamics present 
in this industry. In the third section, I will argue for the need to decolonize the 
research methodology and reflect on the potential challenges and uncertainties 
that may arise from this approach. Fourth, I will highlight contributions reflecting 
on ELT textbook writers. The writer will highlight contributions reflecting on cur-
rent, innovative, and uncertain methodological topics within each area of work 
that deserves further exploration.

The road I have traveled
In the Latin American context, English language teachers have consistently 
encountered various aspects of English language education, such as teaching 
methods, curriculum frameworks, development of materials, and standardized 
tests. These aspects are tailored to cater to students at different proficiency 
levels ranging from A1 to C2, following the Common European Framework 
(CEFR) standards or the English Proficiency Index. Teachers are consistently 
exposed to a range of resources, including teacher training programs, language 
textbooks, and digital materials. This was true for my education as an ELT 
teacher and for my colleagues. In effect, these institutions often rely on and 
implement these teaching materials to guide their students, making it difficult 
to escape reliance on such tools. Most of the time, these ELT textbooks are 
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being provided by the publishing houses which are well recognized as the 
end-all, be-all in the field of teaching English.

It is not without reason that our profession “has seen one method after an-
other roll out of Western universities and through Western publishing houses to 
spread out all over the world” (Kumaravadivelu, 2006, p. 20). In various instances, 
teachers from different countries and cultures have been consistently told that 
there is one specific method that is deemed correct and that their role as teachers 
is to either adjust this method to suit their learners or modify their learners to fit the 
method. In this sense, as ELT teachers, most of the time we don’t know who the writer 
who designs the textbooks is, the struggles they might face during the editing 
process, the time they must spend designing what they consider to be relevant 
to include in the textbooks, or the perceptions students and teachers have when 
they see that the ELT center-produced textbooks marginalize the majority in a 
manner students and teachers managed and maintained with the hidden idea 
of propelling the hegemonic power structure in the textbooks distributed world-
wide, among other aspects unveil in the editions process.

I stand as a nonnative English teacher who teaches at Global South univer-
sities in a Latin American context in Bogotá, Colombia, the place where I was 
born and where I have lived up until the present, and which is generally not 
seen by scholars in the Global North as a choice of place to study. As Sugiharto 
(2020) has claimed, a specific locus of the enunciation has shown that schol-
ars outside the Global North territories can engage in and negotiate established 
knowledge prevailing in global academic publishing—they are not unreceptive 
consumers of dominant scholarly knowledge (p. 6). I became a teacher at a very 
young age, and I was sent to work in different educational settings as English was 
the tool to teach subjects in areas related to business, gastronomy, law, engineer-
ing, and the faculty of education. This experience exposed me to the way English 
reinforced the notion that it did not matter if I had a deep understanding of the 
specific subjects I was teaching, as long as I could teach them in English, particu-
larly in the context of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) programs. I taught on 
subjects I have just seen in the curricular programs, I accepted the challenge as I 
needed to improve and face what the market offers. In that sense, I learned from 
different subjects, but, at the same time, I had a fondness to work on materials as 
they were used as the teachers’ guide book to be able to teach any subject in the 
places I was; as mentioned, I did not know much about the subject matter, it was 
just because I speak the English language.

The challenge I faced was not easy. It was time-consuming to prepare each 
lesson so as not to make mistakes, as students knew their field of study quite well 
but lacked the use of English in their field. This experience led me to find value 



Jeisson Méndez-Lara

38

U
ni

ve
rs

id
ad

 D
is

tr
ita

l F
ra

nc
is

co
 Jo

sé
 d

e 
Ca

ld
as

in the materials themselves. They not only helped the students but also allowed 
me to learn more about academic disciplines. These textbooks became tools for 
my own development, helping me become a better language teacher by under-
standing how English is applied across different fields. However, as I used the ELT 
textbook in each lesson, it started calling my attention to how they present high 
epistemological racism and dominant knowledge, I noticed how the textbook uses 
images from the North as the ideal world to live in, and, in contrast, the South 
countries as marginal places with a lack of opportunities. As Kubota & Lin (2006) 
state, the field of teaching English to speakers of other languages brings people 
from various racialized backgrounds together in the teaching, learning, and research 
created by teaching English worldwide.

This has been the case in my own process, where I have gained not only expe-
rience but also a deep passion for teaching, which has brought about numerous 
inquiries, challenges, judgements, declarations, and opinions regarding the role 
of language teachers. These teachers find themselves in a unique position—they 
are valued for their ability to fulfill various roles within university faculties, yet 
they remain invisible in the eyes of the institution. They are seen as outsiders, not 
belonging to the field of study. They are often despised, viewed as obstacles in the 
pursuit of a diploma that students have been eagerly waiting for, especially in 
programs where students not only learn pedagogy but also aspire to become lan-
guage teachers themselves. These students observe and imitate the teaching prac-
tices of their program teachers, gaining valuable insights from their experiences.

The language teacher dedicates plenty of time trying to fit in places where they 
are not accepted but who tries to be visible and try to be part of the machinery 
of globalization, the teacher who tries to be alive and keep fighting against 
hegemonic forces with curricular plans, standardized tests, materials, and text-
books which are linked to native speakerism which promotes the native speak-
er’s presumed language competence, learning styles, communication patterns, 
conversational maxims, cultural beliefs, and even accent as the norm to be 
learned and taught. (Kumaravadivelu, 2014, p. 8)

Research interest
In Colombia as elsewhere, ELT has been developing steadily over the past fifty 
years. Most Colombian public and private universities have departments dedicat-
ed to teaching English to train students to become English teachers or just to learn 
a second language. Learning English is seen as crucial to gaining and maintain-
ing a competitive position as a professional, because of what globalization ideas 
bring to the Global South.
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Despite the advances, one critique that persists is the use of ELT textbooks as 
they play an important role in shaping people’s language use in ESL or EFL con-
texts, especially where people’s exposure to the target language is limited, and 
where many educated people, including teachers, regard English grammar books 
as their authority (Gray, 2010). I aim to conduct an innovative study that sheds 
light on the role of ELT textbook writers, challenging the dominant influence of 
international publishing houses in shaping the teaching practices of local English 
language teachers. I intend to explore the process of becoming an ELT text-
book writer, particularly from the perspective of Colombian educators. By 
doing so, I hope to demonstrate that anyone can contribute to the creation of 
ELT textbooks. Teachers and users of the language perceive the content of these 
textbooks as laden with alienating elements, superficial cultural aspects, and tools 
that reinforce submissiveness. This perpetuates the dominance of English-speaking 
cultures and hinders the promotion of interculturality in contexts where English is 
taught as a lingua franca. This doctoral research seeks to explore the hegemonic 
disputes that take place in ELT textbooks before, during, and after the publication 
process where the controlling power of involved groups in developing a textbook puts 
the ELT textbook writer in an uncomfortable position in which they must accept the 
job in those terms or just abandon the work done, as, in some cases, the industry 
finds another writer to complete the task (Atkinson, 2020).

I identify myself as an ELT textbook writer who, in the past, unknowingly 
perpetuated colonial practices by relying solely on existing textbooks and 
incorporating information that was deemed valid and relevant for pedagogical 
purposes. I have come to realize the need to challenge and decolonize the materials 
I create, as they often reflect the dominance of certain cultures. Kumaravadivelu 
(2008) critiques linguistic colonialism by challenging Western cultural concepts 
such as assimilation, pluralism, and hybridity. He emphasizes the importance of 
developing a “global cultural consciousness” (p. 164). The author acknowledges 
the importance of cultural realism in promoting cultural understanding in a 
global society and sees it as a positive development for learners. In this vein, 
Pennycook (2007) mentions that the conjuncture between ELT and colonialism 
has had long-lasting effects on the theories, practices, and beliefs of ELT: From 
classroom practices to beliefs about the cultural makeup of our students, many 
aspects of ELT reproduce cultural constructs of colonialism which most of the 
time are presented in ELT textbooks. This is evident when textbooks include 
cultural aspects as if they were celebrated worldwide—for example, celebrations 
of Valentine’s Day or Halloween—but they do not mention cultural practices 
from the country where the book is distributed or commercialized.
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Methodological uncertainties
Despite the body of methodological uncertainties described in this section, little 
is known about the ELT textbook writer: The literature about their struggles when 
designing material is scarce, as is information about the process of finding, col-
lecting, and gathering information about the ELT writer. In this regard, adopting 
a non-methodological approach can potentially assist me in challenging the con-
ventional methods and procedures typically used for data extraction. By doing so, 
I can avoid potential biases or limitations that may impact the results I aim to un-
cover. This approach reduces the possibility of altering or contaminating research 
results findings that comes with the use of traditional data collection methods.

The position explained above could be thought of from a colonial position 
that presents how I carry out other types of research, but I want to find the trace 
of these years to attempt to understand the resistance, struggles, and historical 
perspectives of ELT textbook writers for their constitution as subjects, their catego-
rizations, personal and institutional relationships, ideology, and politics involved 
in the whole process. Drawing on Ocaña & López (2019), I propose a decolonial 
doing in which a reflection can be made from the configurative and alternative, 
thinking about my research and more specifically a methodology detached from 
traditional and imposed models in which research has worked on the formulation 
of problems to give answers successfully. Furthermore, in this process, I can learn 
how the subjects are not objects. I can learn from them, make them visible during 
the entire process, allow them to be part of the research, and, through the process 
of objectification, focus on deconstructing, disarticulating, and conjuring the ob-
jects. Indiscipline methodology will involve many challenges for those who may 
be my subjects, but it will be a learning process where I will not be the one who 
has the knowledge or can work as the researcher figure. My desire is to carry out 
the research without the power relations as a research subject and get rid of the 
notions of what it means to be a researcher.

Taking into account the conception of the characteristics, elements, beliefs, 
and practices of this proposal to adopt the epistemology of the known-subject 
as the foundation of qualitative research, I can distance myself from the role of 
the knowing-subject—a role I have taken on many times—who possesses knowl-
edge, collects data, and works without the presence, questions, observations, 
interpretations, and representations of the subject. I want to enhance the identity, 
dignity, and freedom of those who contribute to my research process.

By studying the known-subject as an active part in the cooperative construction 
of knowledge, I not only manage to obtain the data that is relevant to the study of 
my project, but I can also get the subjects of my study to be seen in their forms, 
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knowledge, and human dimensions. This will ensure that the ELT textbook writers 
who will serve as subjects for my study are not seen as mere instruments to be taken 
advantage of or used to extract personal information, but as a co-constructors of 
the decisions that will be made throughout the process. Thus, instead of a power 
relationship, I intend to create a dialogic collaboration between peers, where 
the narrative emerges as a conversational exchange between author and subject.

Naturally, I see challenges during the process of collecting data, but working 
with ELT textbook writers who have a lot of knowledge about the publishing pro-
cess and procedures is more of an opportunity than a challenge. Not only will 
I be the one to unpack those unveiled voices from ELT writers in the inner and 
outer circle, the difficulties they face under the publishing process, and the inter-
pretations or categories that are constructed in the cognitive interaction between 
the epistemologies of the knowing and the known subjects, but I will also strug-
gle with analyzing how colonial practices are to be unveiled through the ELT 
textbook writer, and I will work with subjects who have shaped their subjectiv-
ities—and westernized worldviews—in geopolitically and colonially produced 
historical and sociocultural processes in the construction of their own identities.

Subjects who are influenced by their social backgrounds, experiences, and 
discourses may encounter certain challenges during the development of the pro-
ject. Therefore, it is important to examine the identities assumed by authors of 
English Language Teaching materials during the editorial process. Furthermore, it 
is crucial to investigate how these identities are affected by the various research 
contexts in which ELT textbook writers operate. What does it mean to adopt the 
identity of an ELT textbook writer? What responsibilities does this identity entail 
within the ELT textbook industry? Are ELT writers aware of the processes within 
and outside of the publishing industry? Are they restricted to conforming to what 
they believe should be published? Do they work independently or as a part of 
a team that determines global publications? Are they mindful of the impact that 
the representations they present will have on others’ ways of thinking? Do they 
recognize the abstract and invisible exercise of aggressive dominance and ex-
pansion of power? Are they familiar with the hegemonic power structure preva-
lent in textbooks? These questions may be met with resistance from subjects who 
have internalized intellectual colonialism, making it necessary for them to emo-
tionally put themselves out there in order to be decolonized as research subjects 
situated within their specific contexts, times, and research subjects.

I plan to conduct semi-structured interviews with ELT textbook writers from 
both the inner and outer circles. This means interviewing writers who have ex-
perience working in international publishing industries and have been involved 
in the entire textbook production process. Additionally, I want to interview ELT 
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textbook writers who have had the opportunity to create materials without being 
affiliated with a large publishing house. These writers can provide insights into 
the challenges they face throughout the process until the textbook is released.

To ensure a comprehensive understanding of the writers’ perspectives, I will 
use a combination of semi-structured and structured interview questions. This 
approach allows for flexibility in formulating additional questions and encour-
ages a constructive dialogue with the writers. I plan to interview at least three 
or four Colombian ELT writers who have worked both within and outside the in-
dustry. The objective of these interviews is to gain a deeper understanding of the 
writers’ perspectives by asking open-ended questions, rather than limiting their 
responses with closed-ended ones. The interviews will be more conversational, 
allowing for a framework that explores narrative strategies and the extent of the 
ELT writer’s voice and authority in the development of the textbook.

This type of construction is conducive to consolidating certain deficient prac-
tices, prejudices, and stereotypes that ELT writers know, while at the same time 
strengthening or weakening local or national awareness. As Santos (2016) notes, 
the deliberate destruction of other cultures and the destruction of knowledge 
have permeated the way our local knowledge is displayed, as has happened in the 
North; this epistemicide, which is the destruction of the knowledge and cultures, 
leads to what Santos (2016) names as ‘‘the incompleteness of knowledge.’’ Not 
only has this erased the memories but also the manner in which one relates to 
others, thinking they are superior just because they come from these colonial 
dominating countries. On the other hand, there is a resistance from the ELT writer 
to follow the practices imposed by the Western view of the world, the oppor-
tunity to have a decolonial turn in which the ELT writer can understand the 
world in a much broader way than the Western understanding of the world. As 
stated by Soto-Molina & Méndez (2020), the concepts of linguistic colonialism 
and cultural alienation are evident in ELT textbooks, where content is often pre-
sented with a high degree of cultural detachment, superficial cultural elements, 
and ideological bias favoring submission to dominant cultures. These textbooks, 
typically authored by writers from inner-circle (i.e., dominant English-speaking) 
countries, tend to replicate hegemonic models of what it means to be a ‘good’ 
language learner or teacher. They prescribe characteristics and behaviors aligned 
with dominant cultural norms, while marginalizing local or alternative perspec-
tives. In response, I propose working within a framework of uncertainty as a re-
flective and critical space to address and challenge the geopolitical reproduction 
of epistemologies that have been historically imposed by academic centers of the 
Global North onto the Global South.
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In the same vein, Pennycook (2003) states that colonialism as a consequence 
of linguistic imperialism perpetuates a set of discourses and practices that pro-
duce a submissive or dependent culture (the ignored culture) while increasing 
their own set of cultural values (the valid culture). This linguistic colonialism has 
often been part of both the material and the methods proposed by ELT textbook 
writers.

During the course of this research, I may encounter epistemic violence, which 
raises questions about my study and research interests. This is because ELT text-
book writers are often assigned dual roles that involve their relationship with 
publishing houses. Firstly, they must navigate the process of making themselves 
visible during the publication process, which includes the challenge of including 
all their ideas and thoughts in a textbook. Secondly, they may be constrained by 
publishing houses, which dictate what can be published, forcing the writer to 
conform to market demands, as the failure to do so can result in the writer being 
marginalized in the ELT textbook process.

The ELT textbook writer presents an ongoing system of power relations that 
perpetuates the repression of cultures. This settler-colonialism presented in the ELT 
textbook writer has been perceived by the regions of the world where colonialism 
has occurred, a trend that became evident to me after analyzing sixty research 
articles by Lamanna (1988), Timmis (2014), Harwood (2014), and Núñez-Pardo 
(2020), among others, where the ELT textbook writer is displaced over the years 
by the market. This colonialist exploitation can affect ELT writers who have been 
exploited to fulfill a task and, at the same time, have been stripped of the power to 
make changes in their texts, instead being subjected to the parameters, guidelines, 
and standards of editors and the publishing industry at large.

The implementation of co-heterarchical research in my study involves ex-
ploring how ELT textbook writers work together in a strategic setting where indi-
viduals who cannot be governed by conventional means can come together to 
collaborate and support each other. This collaboration is not fueled by the need 
for personal recognition or the desire to assert dominance based on superior 
knowledge. Instead, it focuses on seeking collaboration, empathy, and diverse 
perspectives. On the other hand, researchers sometimes tend to dominate, exert 
power, and seek authority, which goes against the principles of co-heterarchical 
research. To address these challenges, I aim to adopt a co-heterarchical research 
approach that challenges the traditional hierarchical structures prevalent in sci-
entific practices. These structures have been in place for over a century, where 
one hierarchy of power governs over others through a basic system. My chal-
lenge lies in using language that opposes the ideas of global capitalism, which 
often perpetuates unconscious participation in practices that indoctrinate us into 
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conforming to the world system. Castro-Gómez & Grosfoguel (2007) propose a 
language capable of thinking of power systems as a series of heterogeneous de-
vices linked in a network of complex, heterogeneous, and multiple processes. It is 
here where the multiple devices of power within that network make it possible to 
break the autonomous domains of some devices and thus make them disappear. 
This entails being able to interact with the ELT textbook writer not from the in-
terpretative (rational) exercise of the social representations (social stigmatization 
of their profession) and knowledge (significant experiences) of the subjects, but 
from their sensations, intuitions, challenges, issues of power, and emotionalities.

Another challenge lies in how to remove the veil over our eyes by underes-
timating the role of the symbolic when hierarchies are formed inside the pub-
lishing industries. In academia, they are known as colonial or modern. We see, 
for example, some components of resistance against performing the identity of 
the author. In a sense, the ELT field has been governed by the abuse that is being 
done in peripheral territories to have dominion over the practices that take place 
in the classroom. The ELT field plays a role of authority but an authority that comes 
in the form of subjection through the different hierarchies that we see in power. 
Bourdieu and Foucault approach this role critically and develop their perspective 
in each of the instances of relations of command and obedience in societies with 
a hierarchical order.

Furthermore, I will face some methodological uncertainties, mainly dealing 
with ELT writers who have lots of experience teaching, creating material, and 
researching. They will ensure that constant dialogue and negotiation are being 
held during the whole research exercise. I am looking for an interaction where 
we can share ideas, advice, and assistance that not only serve as a great help to 
my research but that can also be helpful to others. I will involve participants who 
are well-known not only because they have created a big name in the field of 
ELT education but also because they have played important roles in the research 
field, and this will enrich the project and create a collaborative environment 
between the participants and me as a researcher.

Future directions
The institutional character of the participating voices in the research seeks to 
transcend the interpretative tradition that arises in a hierarchical relationship by 
reducing the subjects of the investigative process to mere informants. In that 
sense, speaking with others will be one of the strengths in my study to the ex-
tent that I can approach knowledge from a perspective of revolutionary critical 
thought from the ELT textbook writer, understood as knowledge that is plural—
not universal—because it takes differences into account.
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I will take into account the dimension of power present in every illocutionary act 
during the intervention, recognizing that each narrative expression from the participants 
Colombian ELT textbook writers may reveal traces of inequality and hierarchy. These 
dynamics shape the positions from which each ELT writer, and even the researcher, 
speaks or narrates, potentially reproducing hegemonic discourses that can be 
identified or evidenced in the process. In this sense, sharing the construction of the 
narratives of the ELT writers will reveal the ideologies that subjects have towards 
the creation of ELT textbooks, the teaching and the learning of English as a way 
to situate the perceptions and interactions they have with the information placed 
in textbooks. I will work with the narrative in three aspects. Firstly, I thought of 
trace back all the material produced by Colombian ELT textbook writers, and, 
depending on the information gathered, I will delimit the years until the present. 
Secondly, I will place an incidence on the ELT Colombian writers and some in-
formation that those textbooks can provide about the textbook writer. Lastly, I will 
discuss the ELT textbook writers as the emotionality and desires of the interactions 
contained in the writers’ narratives to enhance knowledge production, as stated 
by Morris (2009) subjectivity can be appreciated as a resource, and the authorship 
of the ELT textbook writer conceptualizes a process to recognize the distinctive 
perspectives of different collaborators in textbook creations. Understanding dis-
course as intersubjectively situated opens a space for the subjects (ELT textbook 
writers) and myself a researcher to bring their/our perspectives into conversation 
within the narratives.
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