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Introducing Methodological Uncertainties 
of Research in ELT Education*
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Carmen Helena Guerrero-Nieto
Harold Castañeda-Peña
Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educación, Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas

Introduction
This introductory chapter presents the experience of three doctoral professors in 
terms of the challenges faced when educating future PhD scholars in the field 
of ELT (English Language Teaching). The first section revolves around the idea of 
“resistance(s)” and how it has become “creative” through pedagogization prac-
tices. This introduces the methodological uncertainties of the doctoral research 
conducted by Jeisson Méndez-Lara (Chapter 2) and Óscar Fernando Abella-Peña 
(Chapter 3). The second section delves into a narrative about how challenging 
it is to methodologically embrace the decolonial turn and the implications this 
might have for critical reflection. This is the pretext to introduce the method-
ological uncertainties faced by Sebastián Figueroa-Salamanca (Chapter 4) and 
Andrea Gallo-Lozano (Chapter 5) in their doctoral research work. The final sec-
tion draws on a semantic reflection about the word “uncertainty” and how Black 
feminism(s) could nurture the ELT field, presenting the methodological uncer-
tainties that create challenges for the doctoral research conducted by Catherine 
Benavides-Buitrago (Chapter 6).

*	 This chapter is the result of an ongoing research process entitled “On becoming dissertation 
advisors from a decolonial stance: A collective autoethnography (Phase 1: Coming to terms 
with our contradictions),” sponsored by the CIDC, research ID: 20212023.
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Creative and resistant pedagogizations

Pilar Méndez-Rivera
“¡Resistencia! ¡Resistencia! ¡Resistencia!” [Resistance! Resistance! Resistance!]. 
This battle cry continues to resonate in my mind, bringing past and current mem-
ories of teachers protesting together to resist educational reforms that are openly 
detrimental to public education. I must confess that I have always admired the 
fervent intensity of public protest and manifestations, even today, when protest-
ing is possible by simply sending a ‘Like’ or a ‘Tweet’ from the comfort of our 
own homes. Nothing compares to the contagious effect of protest marches and 
community empowerment: When you are in the middle of a crowd as part of a 
multitude of people with multiple interests and political agendas (Hardt & Negri, 
2009), you realize that, despite your differences, you are members of a teaching 
body (cuerpo docente). This clarity has accompanied me throughout my whole 
life as a student-teacher, an English language teacher, a vice-president of a teach-
ers’ union, and a teacher educator.

As an English language teacher educator interested in the struggles that have 
joined us teachers together throughout history, as well as in pedagogy as the strong 
bond with other teachers’ disciplines, I decided to leave the ELT field for a while 
to historize teachers’ resistance in Colombia using archaeology (Foucault, 1976). 
However, once I finished this first research, I decided to bring this topic to the 
ELT field in Colombia, noticing the role of resistance in the opposition to linguis-
tic policies and the construction of subjectivities others (Castañeda-Peña, 2020; 
Castañeda-Peña & Méndez-Rivera, 2022, Méndez, Garzón & Noriega, 2019). 
This interest made room for more works about resistance that have been de-
veloped recently by other scholars with different approaches and perspectives 
(Bonilla Medina & Quintero Polo, 2021; Mosquera Pérez, 2022; Ortega, 2020).

In my case, the historical and critical approaches for the study of teachers’ 
resistance have helped me to shed light on the fact that resistance acquires differ-
ent senses and meanings depending on the nature of the struggles underpinning 
it (Méndez, Garzón, Noriega et al., 2020). Resistance genealogies may transcend 
specific ends and contingent relations, and discontinuities may depict scenarios 
in which serendipity may occur.

To this respect, I would like to draw attention to resistance practices against 
bilingual linguistic policies in the country that have resulted in the defense of 
teachers’ subjectivities and the government of the English Language Teaching 
field. The contentious nature of this struggle, although it has not taken place on 
the streets, has motivated others to speak up in academic events and publications, 
claiming subjectivities other than the restrictive one of English language instructor.
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Doing research outside of the applied linguistics field was an act of deliberate 
disobedience of the research on discourse in the ELT field. Methodologically 
speaking, I must confess that as a linguist familiarized with discourse analysis, 
the historical turn forced me to analyze discourse by using archaeology. In fact, 
historical discourse analysis gave me new lenses to explore statements beyond 
their linguistic structure. Having said that, it is important to clarify that the ar-
chaeological Foucauldian perspective is not presented as a methodology as such 
but as a toolbox. This means that there is no single way of doing archaeology, 
and that linear time and space as used in traditional historical discourse analysis 
is subverted by the value given to discontinuity and contingency.

Since I have increasingly been witnessing emergent researchers in the ELT 
field using the label of archaeology in specific historical reviews, which incorpo-
rate timelines or periodization, it is my duty to clarify that this is a reductionistic 
and mistaken view on the matter. When accessing dispersed and discontinuous 
statements produced in different documents, some conceptual tools address the 
analysis although they do not determine it. In my work, conceptual tools such as 
subjection and resistance were key components in understanding the construc-
tion of teacher subjectivities. One of the most important aspects of archaeology 
is the identification of discursive formations. As a researcher, you need to train 
yourself to spot different rules of formation that reveal how series emerge, wheth-
er through succession, coexistence, or concomitance. This organization will de-
termine how new statements can be made into themes, concepts, and objects. 
In so doing, instead of looking for commonalities, differences, and cause-effect 
relations, researchers need to explore how discontinuities, regularities, processes 
of eventualisation, thematization, and diffraction give shape to discursive forma-
tions (see Foucault, 1976).

Not used to apologies, I dare to present myself as one of the few researchers 
exploring archaeology to subvert mainstream approaches in research in the ELT 
field, which also nurtures my resistant pedagogizations and open possibilities to 
continue doing research. If there is one positive thing that can be said to be the 
underlying theme of my work, it is that of resistance and its particular configura-
tion in ELT in Colombia. Resistance in our field has not been a linear, open, and 
collectively organized or a strategically planned struggle. In fact, I could notice 
that the contentious nature of the resistance against the National Bilingual Plan 
(NBP) meant to achieve a critical mass that was not so advocacy-oriented before 
the launching of this NBP. On balance, the core of resistance for the government 
of the field entails:
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•	 Affirmation and defense of teachers’ knowledge and expertise to understand 
the teaching of languages, including the importance of Indigenous languages 
for the implementation of any linguistic policy (affirmation struggles).

•	 The political denouncement of the abandonment and broken promises of the 
government while problematizing the poor working conditions to teach in 
Colombia (struggles for the improvement of work conditions).

•	 The political and social denouncement of the marketization of the field and 
the turn to certification to manufacture teachers’ subjectivities in alliance to 
English proficiency tests.

•	 The embodied subjectivity of the educator that resists the mere label “English 
language teacher,” stressing the professional reflexivity towards roles and du-
ties beyond the ELT classroom (struggles of being).

A decolonial view on these struggles and the sense of resistance is much more 
profound and brings to the surface wounds that need to be healed. In my view, 
there are cracks and fractures deeply rooted in these struggles that, once noticed, 
outline conditions of possibility to embrace creative and resistant pedagogizations. 
To me, resistance and creative pedagogizations are those meditated actions that 
subvert and transcend canonical ways of relating to beings, knowledge, and power 
while acknowledging tensions, uncertainties, and contradictions. In this context, 
pedagogization is about conscious transgression and disobedience “to traditional 
and colonized understandings of pedagogy as success/effectiveness to submerge 
in teaching and learning otherwise” (Castañeda-Peña & Méndez-Rivera, 2022, 
working on Walsh [2015]’s view on pedagogy). Research results are food for 
thought in finding ways to embrace resistant and creative pedagogizations while 
trying to connect contents and research interests.

Aware pedagogizations in teaching/doing research are connected to process-
es of comprehension of the effects of colonialism in the ELT field. From a deco-
lonial perspective, much can be done to show what is not seen in struggles of 
affirmation. In my view, there are hidden stories of identity construction in which 
obedience and disobedience to must-be discourses are performed. In this vein, 
little has been said about teachers’ suffering when it comes to complying with 
the conditions to teach English in Colombia. More studies about how teachers 
cope with impositions and must-be discourses are needed. For instance, how 
schoolteachers embrace criticality and how obedience or disobedience are en-
acted. The research work of Abella (Chapter 3) will be illuminating in terms of 
both pinpointing realizations of critical identity and putting problems for em-
bracing criticality into perspective. In methodological terms, Abella will explain 
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his tensions as a researcher not used to creating bonds with his colleagues and 
how new relations have been constructed while conducting this research.

Another work in this volume (Méndez-Lara, Chapter 1) also deals with the 
stories of ELT textbook writers that have been made invisible and their struggles 
in the arena of English language textbook production in the country. We know 
so little about the construction of this identity and the conflicts in authorship. In 
this vein, how personal epistemologies and pedagogies clash with those of the 
marketing environment can be a source to think about the wounds in the local 
production of content for teaching. When it comes to methodological ways of 
doing this research, Méndez-Lara says that some of the difficulties in connecting 
with participants have to do with the conservation of canonical forms already 
established in research processes.

The bumpy road towards a decolonial 
perspective in research in ELT 

Carmen Helena Guerrero-Nieto
Being a teacher in this doctoral program and taking up the challenge of embrac-
ing a decolonial stance has been like traveling to a promised land through a 
bumpy road. However, no matter how challenging and uncertain the road and 
the destination are, I personally have enjoyed every single moment of it.

My undergraduate studies included a mixture of canonical positions and crit-
ical ones. My English language teachers, along with my English didactics’ teach-
ers and my teaching practicum ones, were on the canonical side. Standing for 
the importance of native-like pronunciation, for the rigor of following the teach-
ing methods (designed in the Global North), and for privileging content delivery 
over the human dimension during my teaching practicum were all enactments 
of the colonial/modern legacy of teaching English (Granados-Beltrán, 2022). 
My Spanish language teachers were very canonical, too, but, luckily enough, my 
didactics and my teaching practicum teachers were on the critical side—in fact, 
it was them who introduced me to critical pedagogy, which became, for me, a 
philosophy of life.

During my first years as an English language teacher, I fully embraced the 
canonical/colonial perspectives about what language was for and how to teach it. 
I truly believed in the importance of pronunciation—God forbid one pronounced 
Peter with a soft P!

My MA studies were an eye-opening experience that transformed me as a 
teacher and teacher educator. Everything I had taken as absolute truth was shaken 
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by the lectures, discussions, readings, and overall academic life I experienced at 
that time. This was the first time I had research classes (they were not included in 
my undergraduate plan of studies), and having the possibility to hear, firsthand, 
from real people about real research was a wonderful experience. This marked 
my career, both as a teacher educator and as a researcher, and took me to other 
(fascinating) roads.

I explain all this because reaching a point in which we (I refer to the three 
teachers in this doctoral program) made the decision to move even further in our 
epistemological positions (from the critical to the decolonial) has been, as I said 
in the title of this piece, a “bumpy road”. This is the third volume we publish in 
this series and, at least in my case, I still have more questions than answers, and 
more uncertainties than certainties. This does not mean, however, that I have not 
gained new understandings and learnings throughout this journey. Quite the con-
trary, what this means is that the new understandings and learnings give way to 
new questions and new uncertainties.

By embracing a decolonial stance in research in ELT, our roles have changed. 
Traditionally, research advisors are constructed as erudites who have all the knowl-
edge and are capable of guiding the novice researchers to a safe port without much 
trouble, following a more or less linear and “by-the-book” research approach 
(Castañeda-Peña, 2020). Nonetheless, in this unknown path we have decided to 
take, we all—teachers and students—are learning and struggling with our own 
epistemologies, sets of values, beliefs, experiences, and expectations.

Something we have incorporated into our talks, classes, papers, and other materi-
al—and have invited our students to include as well—is the locus of enunciation. 
In canonical/traditional research, particularly postpositivist designs (Merriam & 
Grenier, 2019), the researcher is conceived as a transparent, neutral, objective 
being, totally detached from the phenomena, context, and people they are re-
searching about. From a decolonial perspective, stating who we are, where we 
are standing, and where we are talking from is not only acceptable, but desirable. 
The researcher is not a random person that suddenly decides to conduct a study. 
The researcher is a human being with a personal history that in one way or an-
other is involved with their own research interest. Contrary to the canonical take 
on the involvement of a researcher’s experience as a potential bias, we take up 
the researcher as a key source of information/knowledge (Bonilla & Rodríguez, 
1997). When Andrea Gallo brings to her locus of enunciation her own self as a 
mother and as a teacher, along with the experiences that both have afforded her, 
she opens a window into what she considers to be a legitimate research inter-
est and where her quest is rooted. The same is true for Sebastián Figueroa, who 
majored in teaching biology as an undergraduate and decided to autonomously 
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learn English because the job offers he received were to teach biology in English. 
His experiences as a “bilingual” science teacher led him to inquire about the 
identity of others like him.

Along with the locus of enunciation and the acknowledgement of the fact that 
as researchers we have everything to do with our research interests and projects, 
the place of the knowing and known subjects (Vasilachis, 2009) has been of high 
relevance for all of us. Sebastián Figueroa brings up the tensions he experiences as 
a researcher who wants to resist the traditional role externally ascribed to him 
as the one who controls everything in the research process, but still has not yet 
figured out how to go about promoting a more horizontal and dialogic relation-
ship with his participants. Andrea Gallo is very concerned, firstly, with including 
the known subjects as core participants in her research once she found out, 
through a careful search, that language policies for the most part have largely 
ignored important stakeholders like parents and students, and, second, in trying 
to figure out ways in which she could produce knowledge with them in scenarios 
where they felt respected and valued.

Another struggle, which we have addressed in the previous volume, relates to 
naming names (Guerrero-Nieto et al., in press). We all have embarked on an epis-
temological reflexivity about the terminology that constitutes the field of quali-
tative research, and we have become increasingly aware of the fact that words 
imprison or liberate us. Andrea Gallo takes this struggle to the methodological 
arena by analyzing the ways and procedures through which data is collected (or, 
as Ortiz Ocaña & Arias López [2019] would say, production of knowledge). She 
draws on Ortiz Ocaña & Arias López (2019) to refer to the potential use of alter-
native conversing (conversar alternativo), decolonial negotiator, and others, but 
she also reflects on the feasibility of achieving these ways of knowing given the 
context of her participants. For his part, Sebastián Figueroa has been struggling 
with a theoretical concept: identity. His tension arises from knowing that this is 
a modern concept, but still one that interests him, so the question becomes how 
to explore identity in a way that is detached from an instrumental, totalizing, and 
static concept.

While our students try to come to terms with their struggles and contradic-
tions, we deal with our own. In my particular case, I am distancing from the con-
cept of category, which is widely used when displaying results. To me, category, 
as the name itself indexes, is categorical, finite, generalizable. If we are leaning 
towards a decolonial perspective, does it make sense to think of “categories”? 
My answer at this moment is no. Decoloniality is not about producing/finding 
absolute truths; it is about co-constructing views of the world that are valid and 
current to the people involved. For that reason, trying to establish categories to 
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find patterns and commonalities in the information produced by the participants 
(known subjects) in their interaction with the knowing subjects in order to an-
swer a research question and a general objective seems odd.

In the same line of thought, formulating objectives has become a challenging 
yet mesmerizing task. We are taught that research objectives need to be simple 
(agreed), self-explanatory (agreed), and concrete (more or less agreed). However, 
the type of verbs that we are advised to use are absolute, monolithic, finito 
verbs: Analyze, document, categorize, identify, describe, and so on and so forth. 
Thinking in decolonial terms (contemplating, for example, whether we should 
have a research question and research objectives at all), stating such objectives 
does not seem to fit. I have invited my doctoral students to think of verbs that 
index or mean movement, dynamism, fluidity, that is, verbs that do not mean 
that the researcher has or has found the absolute truth, but verbs that show the 
organic nature of research and the potential for more.

With this, I would like to close this section by stating, once again, that contra-
ry to common sense in academia where chapters, articles, dissertations, research 
reports, and other types of materials attempt to show answers and certainties, we, 
in this decolonial project, are full of uncertainties.

Where there is a will, there is a way, 
or is it decolonial doing? 

Harold Castañeda-Peña
This series of Methodological Uncertainties of Research in ELT Education from 
the ELT Education Emphasis of our doctoral program focuses on the multiple 
senses that can be derived from its name, “uncertainties.” Such meanings can 
be canonical or can be relativized. Some definitions include, for example: 1) A 
state of disbelief and doubt about what to do or the future, and 2) A feeling one 
might have as something terrible is foreseen to happen. All these definitions imply 
a state which may be mental or emotional and which, in some way or another, 
interrupts an action that may be fixed and “certain.” By “action,” I refer here to 
the investigative methodology traditionally understood as an action on something 
in order to know it. This explains our idea of pairing “methodologies” and “un-
certainties” with the aim of:

Configuring an academic gaze that interweaves scientific reflection with those 
cosmogonies, ontologies, and epistemologies that the modern project sought 
to eliminate, render invisible and stigmatize from 1492 onwards. This artic-
ulation of reason and its outside has given rise to a plethora of proposals, 
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including dialogue of knowledge (Santos, 2010, 2009), contact zones (Pratt, 
1991, 2010), border thinking (Mignolo, 2002), and radical interculturality 
(Walsh, 2008). (Medina, 2020, p. 10)

In our case, part of the interwoven response is based on a revisited concept 
of uncertainty. In the context of the co-construction of knowledge in ELT, 
uncertainty is not an epistemological state of full doubt but rather a demand to 
think about “the methodological work framing it in the critical and disruptive 
spirit of decoloniality” (Medina, 2020, p. 10). Nevertheless, “uncertainty” could 
be an understatement for some scholars, but it is a foundation for a dreamland 
that disobeys the hegemonic organization of ELT teacher education and language 
learning. This implies “generating a grammar of identity-transformation that 
demands recoding the languages and horizons of understanding of analytical 
work” (Medina, 2017).

However, recoding these languages and horizons of understanding analytical 
work is challenging, and so it is in the decolonial interweaving. There is a dan-
ger of falling into the construction of another hegemonic methodological recipe 
book disguised as a simple opposition to the colonial epistemological legacy. 
However, Guerrero (see above) has metaphorically expressed that embracing the 
decolonial turn, from a research methodological perspective, “has been like trav-
eling to a promised land through a bumpy road.” Why is it bumpy? Challenging 
the methodological status quo of methodological research is very uncomforta-
ble, but decolonizing the research methods with which we have been trained 
as teachers and teacher educators could be smoother and more straightforward. 
This places us in the realm of uncertainty.

Consequently, at the core of epistemological “uncertainty” is an incessant 
thinking-in-motion (Castañeda-Peña, 2020) because one size (methodology) does 
not fit all. However, where there is a will, there is a way. This way could be 
decolonial doing (Ortiz Ocaña & Arias López, 2019) with its constitutive actions 
of communal contemplating, alternative conversing, and configurative reflect-
ing. Decolonial doing takes diverse forms in our formative doing. For example, 
Méndez (see above) demonstrates with a historical (archaeological) approach 
how the ELT community in Colombia has “resisted” the national bilingual policy 
since its inception two decades ago in the local education system. This “academic 
resistance” helps to think about invisible subjectivities and identities of language 
teachers that deviate from the mere construction of identity based on proficiency 
levels and standardized instructional practices. This disobeys the core of research 
based on Northern epistemologies that have dominated the field of applied linguistics. 
At the same time, it opens up space for “creative pedagogizations.” Pedagogizations 



Pilar Méndez-Rivera, Carmen Helena Guerrero-Nieto, Harold Castañeda-Peña

30

U
ni

ve
rs

id
ad

 D
is

tr
ita

l F
ra

nc
is

co
 Jo

sé
 d

e 
Ca

ld
as

are understood by Walsh (2018) as action-based pedagogies that interweave (i.e., crea-
tively resist) canonical pedagogy to achieve better living conditions for all. Regardless 
of how “bumpy” they may be, resistances are a fruitful epistemological site for 
unlearning and relearning.

I have been engaged for years with multiple feminisms that resonate with and 
resist the decolonial turn. I have also argued that applied linguistics to lan-
guage learning and teaching could benefit epistemologically from feminisms. 
I advocate for gender and sex diversity in language teaching and learning. I agree 
with Nigerian feminist writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie that “we should all 
be feminists,” understanding that:

The word “feminist” is so laden with baggage, negative baggage: you hate men, 
you hate bras, you hate African culture, you think women should always be in 
charge, you don’t wear make-up, you don’t shave, you are always angry, you 
have no sense of humor, you don’t use deodorant. (Ngozi Adichie, 2012, p. 11)

This demonstrates that critical ideas about being a feminist have not changed 
much, as they are andro-centrically loaded. It must be acknowledged that gen-
der and sexual diversity not only constitute ways of inhabiting the world but are 
forms of knowledge that should not be dismissed.

“The problem with gender is that it prescribes how we should be rather than 
recognizing how we are” (Ngozi Adichie, 2012, p. 34). Gender prescription is 
something that needs to be unlearned in ELT. Language teachers are not used to 
talking about gender and sexual diversity.

Once, in a graduate class focusing on language and identity for language 
teachers, a male teacher expressed, “I am not making my students gay.” This 
implies, among many other things, not wanting to think about gender and sexual 
diversity. It also indicates a failure to recognize that gender and sexual diversity 
inhabit language classrooms and that language teaching is heteronormative and 
designed only for heterosexual men and women. It could also be inferred how 
ignorant we are as language teachers of systems of oppression that are blind to 
each other; for example, “gender and class are different. [But] poor men still have 
the privileges of being men, even if they do not have the privileges of being rich” 
(Ngozi Adichie, 2012, p. 43). Gender thus intersects (Crenshaw, 1991) or merges 
(Lugones, 2008) with race and class. The idea of intersectionality arises in the 
labor context where Crenshaw (1991) perceived and exposed triple discrimina-
tion and in terms of race, class, and gender when it comes to Black women, but 
not as a totalizing theory of identity. Therefore, and in short, although the term 
arises amid a legal and labor dispute, it feeds a Black feminist movement in the 
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US that resisted the universalizing feminism of white women, and which trans-
lates into profound reflections on the “excluded others” within the excluded. 
Intersectional identities in ELT are a reasonably new topic:

There is an apparent lack of studies in Colombia that include the intersection of 
diverse social identities and how this intersection can affect students’ learning 
of English. Diverse social aspects or categories can be worked on with students 
in the classroom to improve how they see themselves as diverse with multiple 
intersecting identities but with equal rights. (Benavides-Buitrago, 2023, p. 138)

Consequently, intersectionality becomes a fertile topic to address in ELT, simul-
taneously implying methodological uncertainties for researchers. Likewise, this 
means an epistemological reflection because there are studies that embrace 
intersectionality issues related to native speakerism (Lawrence & Nagashima, 
2020) and the process of becoming language teachers of color (Amos, 2013; 
Cheruvu et al., 2015) that contribute to broadening not only the concept but also 
its recognition in ELT. The work introduced by Benavides-Buitrago (Chapter 6) 
explores the use of visual narratives in an intersectional EFL research study, and 
asserts that:

It is necessary to think about decolonizing methodologies when conducting 
research. It is imperative to see that this can become a cooperative process in 
which we can all be participants and researchers co-constructing knowledge, 
not merely knowing and knowing subjects, researchers, and research from 
which a question will be resolved. (p. 93 of this book)

This places Benavides-Buitrago on a “bumpy” road of thinking-in-motion where 
there could be future creative pedagogies through the use of visual narratives: a 
very uncertain road.
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