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Introduction

Throughout history, different kinds of violence have taken place in humanity, and
one of the most evident kinds has been epistemic violence. Epistemic violence
has to do with the idea and desire to impose knowledge on the Other (Pulido
Tirado, 2009). Different examples of this kind of violence can be seen in our
daily context in relation to knowledge and power.

According to Soler (2020), when the human genome appeared, it became a
reason to say that every human being is equal, and yet racism persisted. Some
Eurocentric thinkers did not accept this idea of equality: They needed domina-
tion to persist because their higher position in the hierarchy had to prevail for
their own benefit and the domination of minorities. Knowledge is, in most cases,
created and produced with the idea of domination. That is why most cultural
knowledge nowadays is ignored or, worse, considered nonexistent, as it is seen
as related to witchcraft or black magic. This is a clear example of what happens
when a specific form of knowledge can affect and endanger the pre-established
societal order: Those in charge will do whatever is possible to discredit it until it
is completely erased.

When we talk about knowledge, we see that it is closely related to power,
too. When people are seen as outsiders, we do not accept their ways of being

*  This chapter draws on the epistemological reflections on my doctoral research study that
focuses on the intersectional identities in ELT classrooms. This doctoral research proposal was
approved by the CADE at Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas.

R | Enfasis



& | Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas

] Catherine Benavides-Buitrago

(customs), their cultural practices (knowledge), or even their language, as they
are considered primitive. In our own context as English teachers, sometimes we
see that power prevails when some teachers show themselves as the ones who
possess knowledge and expertise in the foreign language. Power is shown when
policy makers determine Spanish as the first language and English as the second one,
without bearing in mind Indigenous languages, for instance. Another example is
when English teachers from some institutions are forced to demonstrate a native-like
proficiency to be hired or to keep their jobs, or when teachers are expected to follow
a specific teaching methodology because it is trending at the moment and shows
that their practices are up to date. In order to avoid and fight these practices, we
can analyze which is the best way to share knowledge with our students accord-
ing to our contexts, because what they have to say through their experiences is
more valuable than following a specific methodology that, in most cases, puts
the teacher at the center of the lessons. What is more, we should keep in mind
that in a single lesson different methodologies can be implemented, as students’
ways of learning are also diverse, and different methods can benefit each student.

The objective of the present chapter is to show and describe the different
tensions and challenges that arose for me as an English teacher-researcher while
making decisions on which methodology to use for my research study. In the first
part, the locus of enunciation will be described; then, the research interest will
be mentioned next, the uncertainties related to the methodology chosen will be
explained and finally some future directions to follow in the research path will
also be portrayed.

Lugar de fala

One of the most important aspects to take into consideration when doing re-
search is what we call the locus of enunciation. Ribeiro (2017), a Brazilian Black
feminist philosopher and journalist, described the lugar de fala as not only in-
dividuals saying something from their subjective and subaltern position, but of
privileged subjects too, and the recognition that their privilege position consti-
tutes the locus of subaltern subjects. From this perspective, | will state my own
locus of enunciation by going through three important stages of my life. The first
stage is related to memories from my childhood and adolescence, the second
one to my masters’ program experience, and the third one to my current studies
as a doctorate student-researcher. The three stages represent who | have become
and the locus of enunciation from which | am currently speaking.

Since | was a child, | dreamt of becoming a teacher and | remember always
playing at home with a small blackboard. When | got home after school, | al-
ways played with my toys pretending to be their teacher and even checking their
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homework. After that, when | was in high school, | went to a religious all-female
school. The memories | have from that period are related to two different things.
The first is that in ninth grade | chose the school emphasis related to education
instead of the ones related to business and the arts. This choice gave me the
opportunity to do some practicums with students from primary school (children
and adults), which reinforced my desire to become a teacher. The second is that
| remember struggling with the school rules related to aspects such as uniforms,
makeup, or polished nails. Our teachers constantly checked our uniform by mak-
ing us kneel on the floor in order to see if the length of the skirt was long enough
to keep our knees from showing.

About this time of my life, | can say today that my desire to become a teacher
since | was a little girl and the pedagogical experiences | had from my high-school
practicum helped me build my own locus of enunciation. These disciplinary prac-
tices we were subjected to demonstrate that we were seen as women who had to
obey. Otherwise, we would be grounded or sent to detention. All these practices
made me start thinking about ways to resist subordination and, specifically,
female subjectivity.

After | graduated, | was advised to pursue a career that could provide more
job opportunities. That is when | was advised to study English, as it was the lan-
guage everyone wanted to learn because it was a means to earn more money.
| decided to do an English course and | started loving the language because, for
the first time, | could understand what my favorite rock bands were singing. After
two years, | started my bachelor’s at Universidad Pedagégica Nacional (UPN)
and five years later | graduated and started my teaching experience. This was the
first time | struggled teaching the language, as my experience as a student was
based on a grammar curriculum, so my practices were based on a traditional
methodology and my students were not enjoying my lessons. After six years, | de-
cided to enroll in a master’s program in order to see if | could change and update
my practices as it was evident that something was not right.

The second stage started at Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas
(UDFJC), where | studied a master’s program based on applied linguistics, some-
thing strange for me at the time as grammar-based curriculum was what I had been
taught in my teacher training undergraduate program. When I had the opportunity
to check some institutional documents from the school | was working for at the
time, | could find evidence that the school curriculum could be reinforcing dis-
criminatory practices and | remembered my own experiences as a high-school
student. The fact that the curriculum does not include or represent students’ social
identities makes it harder for them to adapt or to accept diversity. Some situations
that took place in my classroom made me see that something had to be done.
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| remember once a student said that he believed women were the only ones who
should be in charge of the house chores, and his classmates’ reaction was to tell
him to shut up because he was a chauvinist. The rejection he faced made him
stop participating in the lessons. This incident made me reflect on the way in
which students were rejecting a classmate just because of his point of view, and
how this student lost his right to access learning and to participate in the lessons.

All of this turned me into an English teacher-researcher who was no longer
interested in grammar-based lessons. My students made their own contribution
to change the curriculum as they were able to create their own materials to pres-
ent to their classmates different real situations related to gender discrimination.
It is important to mention that this experience was presented at national and
international conferences. Also, an article from this experience became my first
academic publication in a national journal, which, to my surprise, so far, has
been cited by eleven scholars around the world. This shows that the number of
people interested in including these topics in their classrooms is increasing. After
all this, and for the first time, |1 saw myself as a teacher-researcher who should
continue working on these topics in the classroom and, after five years, | decided
to continue studying.

The last stage is the current one. | am now a doctorate student at the Universidad
Distrital Francisco José de Caldas, and my interest is not only to continue working
on topics related to gender topics but also to other social identities that could be
generating discriminatory practices at school. Once again, | analyzed the school
documents in which the curriculum seemed to be monolithic and grammar-based
and the school’s rule handbook seems to invisibilize students from different back-
grounds. All this evidence led me down the path of doing research with an in-
tersectional and decolonial perspective that provides examples of resistance to
discriminatory practices that have been imposed and normalized and, at the same
time, affect students” EFL learning processes.

Deciding on what to research

This second section describes my research interest for the doctorate research
study. As mentioned before, some of the institutional documents of the school
where | work are based on rules that do not consider diversity. Nowadays we have
more students from different backgrounds which are not necessarily the tradition-
al Colombian heritage. According to the demographic information | consulted,
16% of the students in this institution come from other countries, Indigenous
communities, or cities. This indicates that institutional documents are based on
monocultural policies where the real context of the students is not being con-
sidered. A uniform has to be worn according to students’ biological sex, without
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consideration for multiple gender identities; the way male students should wear
their hair does not consider students from other countries or communities where
long hair is seen as normal and a sign of respect for their cultural roots.

Taking this into consideration, we see that diverse identities are being exter-
minated as they are not included in school rules handbooks. This situation leads
students to avoid showing their own culture or language (e.g., in the case of
Indigenous languages) because institutions are showing that other cultures are
not important because what is important is to follow the national and interna-
tional educational policies where Spanish is considered the first language and
English the second one. There is no room for any Indigenous language or cultural
practices (customs) to be included at schools. The knowledge that these cultures
have constructed is no longer important as it is considered not scientific or even
black magic in the case of healing practices. Our country is promoting a form of
cultural extermination where Eurocentric knowledge is being privileged as it is
considered more advanced and closer to perfection.

When | realized these practices can make my students invisible, | saw that
something had to be done, and what | have experienced and learned throughout
the masters’ program would still be helpful today. That is why | considered other
social identities to be included in my current research study, because | can see
that excuses to discriminate include not only gender issues but also aspects such
as race, social class, language, and nationality, among others. Besides, when
segregation based on these aspects occurs, a situation similar to that of the boy
who was called a chauvinist and who decided to stop participating in the lessons
can happen. This should be avoided immediately because no one has the right to
deny anybody the access to learning or, in this case, language learning.

All in all, diverse social identities need to be studied and considered in cur-
rent classrooms to improve students’ educational environment. Additionally,
research based on intersectional studies in the country appears to be under-
explored, which constitutes another strong reason for conducting this kind of
research. Furthermore, as the study is expected to be seen from a decolonial
perspective, the methodology to be used will also be considered as such, as can
be seen in the next section.

A decolonial methodology

In this section, it is important to mention how methodology has been conceived
through time, how some hierarchical and heterarchical relationships can be
found in some teachers’ pedagogical practices, and how the conception of the
known and the knowing-subject affect the process of co-creating knowledge.
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These aspects and some of the challenges that can be seen in the process will be
shown as follows.

First of all, the way in which methodology has been understood for decades
has shown the necessity to start conceiving things in a different way. For decades,
the conventional understanding of methodology has revealed its limitations, un-
derscoring the need for a paradigm shift in our approach. Even some institutions
nowadays demand that their English teachers follow a specific methodology to
achieve a better level of the language and to improve the communicative compe-
tences in their students. Most of these methodologies are also Eurocentric creations
that most teachers are obliged to implement in their contexts and what is evident
is that the contexts where they work differ from the ones expressed in theory.

The fact that many teachers are not allowed to separate their pedagogical prac-
tices from national and international requirements and policies is another issue to
be faced today. It is no secret that national policies are based on what has been
established worldwide, meaning that what Eurocentric policies determine for their
countries is what we are supposed to implement in our classrooms, even if our
context differs from theirs. National and international policies do not intend to see
a heterarchical position (teachers and students at the same knowledge level) in
classrooms as these are practices that break the scheme in which they are on top
to rule, and they force others to copy their practices because they know people
are reluctant to believe in their own knowledge production. This also includes the
fact that English teachers are forced to demonstrate, mostly through European tests,
that they have the required language level to teach it. Sometimes English teachers
are subjected to follow what the government brings from other countries, because
these practices are seen as better and the correct way to improve students’ lan-
guage level.

When talking about changing the way in which methodology has been con-
ceived it is necessary to also think about the conception of how the participants
of this process have been seen. Ortiz Ocafia & Arias Lopez (2019) claim that it
is important to “decolonize the social sciences to consider the knowledge of
others who have been called inferior in order to detach from the research meth-
odology” (p. 147). These authors argued that most of the times the participants of
research studies are just seen as mere objects who provide the data researchers
need, so, they do not participate actively in the study. In this case, methodology
is colonizing as the researcher is seen as superior and the participants as inferior
subjects who need to be observed and analyzed in order to solve a problem that
the researcher states they have. According to Vasilachis (2006), it is important to
consider the way in which qualitative research is to be conducted. That is why
in her chapter Vasilachis presents some characteristics of this kind of research
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bearing in mind the different contexts and perspectives authors have in order to
present their own research studies. She states that there are two epistemologies
to consider: the known-subject and the knowing-subject, which is very related to
the way “researcher” and “researched” are conceived.

The known-subject demands that subjects be approached as active participants
with their own agency, rather than being treated as passive objects. In this
sense, the known subjects (students/participants) should not be seen as passive
receivers of knowledge; instead, they should be included in this process of co-
construction. One of the challenges to consider here is to give the known subjects
enough confidence to see that they are also capable of constructing knowledge
and even reflecting critically upon the one already created. Also, they should be
made aware of the fact that Eurocentric knowledge is not the one and only form
of knowledge, and that we have our own knowledge that has been created and
co-constructed in our context for decades and that differs from the one created in
other countries because their culture and costumes are not the same.

The knowing-subject (teacher/researcher) should not resist the fact of seeing
the known-subject as a participant in the process of knowledge construction. The
biggest challenge is precisely to stop seeing the knowing-subject as the one who
possesses the true knowledge and to start seeing the known-subject as part of that
knowledge construction process. Sometimes the problem is giving others the power
of constructing and participating in a process in which the leaders were traditionally
the ones leading, giving directions, or even assessing. We can see here that there
could be a heterarchical order in the sense that the knowing-subject can become a
known-subject and vice versa. Co-creation and co-construction of knowledge can
be a powerful means of decolonizing knowledge, as it allows diverse perspectives
and epistemologies to flourish and challenges the hegemony of Eurocentric ways
of knowing. Ortiz Ocana & Arias Lopez (2019) also argued that there is a need
to do research from a decolonial perspective which would be more meaning-
ful, and that these “other” methodologies would give space to a co-constructed
study. If researchers and researched subjects work together to observe and apply
instruments to each other they may gather and analyze the information in a more
collaborative way without seeing each other as superior or inferior, as colonizer
and colonized, as researcher and researched, as teacher and student.

Also, Kincheloe et al. (2011) mentioned the importance of seeing teachers as
learners and as researchers who reflect upon their own professional needs. One
thing to note is that the teacher can engage in constant dialogue with students
in order to question and problematize relations of power. This exercise helps
when showing students that sometimes these relations give space to margin-
alization and the idea is to show them that knowledge can also be produced
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by them as researchers (students and teachers) even though we may be seen as
marginal people due to aspects such as gender, race, and class, among others.
Consequently, there is also a need to listen to students, observe our contexts, and
research together to produce our own knowledge in order to show that students
and teachers can also do research and theorize new knowledge.

Ortiz Ocana & Arias Lopez (2019) and Kincheloe et al. (2011) have some ide-
as in common which need to be considered when deciding the methodology to
be used when conducting a research study. It is imperative to stop seeing students
as objects from which data will be collected; they can become active partici-
pants as they can also become observers and researchers. Furthermore, students
should know that they can become knowledge producers too, as Eurocentric
knowledge is not the only one that can be produced and accepted worldwide.
The importance of conversations and dialogues with students will show the real
context they live in. When communicating mutually, participants become aware
of their own realities, and the research process becomes more meaningful as
there is a better understanding of what surrounds them, and their practices will
be identified as more heterarchical than hierarchical.

Secondly, Castro-Gémez & Grosfoguel (2007) mentioned in the preface of their
book Giro decolonial, teoria critica y pensamiento heterdrquico that heterarchical
thinking looks for a way to see relations of from a point of view that is not hierar-
chical. Power has always been seen as the element that is on top of the hierarchy,
because people in this position are the ones who rule the entire system. When
talking from a heterarchical perspective it is evident that this system is challenged
because the pre-established order is changed as power can be exercised by differ-
ent people in different situations without seeing each other as the oppressor or the
oppressed. Some teachers may see that this is related to the previously mentioned
fact that some researchers are seen as the ones in charge while the participants
(the researched) as the ones who provide the data. There are also some challenges
that were analyzed in order to state that this is not an easy path to follow when
deciding on the methodology to use in a research study.

When some teachers dare to challenge the system, they also encounter some
difficulties. When implementing ways of teaching the language that are different
from the traditional grammar-based method, some colleagues, students, parents,
or even principals would think that these are not effective. If a teacher thinks
about implementing pedagogical practices or methodologies based on a het-
erarchical perspective in which the teacher is not the only one who leads the
process but includes the students as well, many may consider those practices as
unorganized or as a way for the teacher to avoid responsibilities. Sometimes, het-
erarchy is a synonym of disorder as no specific person rules the activities or gives
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orders but, instead, everyone has the chance to do those things. In the classroom,
teachers and students should be considered capable of doing research; not only
the teacher can be the researcher and the students the participants who are be-
ing observed, but all of them can also be in charge of conducting research by
interchanging roles. This way, students and teachers become researchers who
collaborate with each other in the exercise of conducting a study without waiting
for someone to tell them what to do and how to do it.

Another big challenge would be to show our communities that we are also
able to construct knowledge that is real and valuable even if it was not produced
in a foreign country. For many years we have considered Eurocentric knowledge
as the one and only, the knowledge we should follow or implement because it is
what has been shown to us, it is what we have been subjected to believe in order
to follow a capitalist practice in which the products we should buy are the ones
that come from other countries, even if they can be produced in our own lands.
| consider this to be the biggest challenge because it is difficult to un-learn, re-learn,
and decolonize these practices in which we become just followers and knowledge
consumers. It is difficult to prove to the community that what teachers and stu-
dents do in the classroom should also be considered as knowledge construction.

Some of the challenges mentioned above are related to educational policies,
pedagogical practices, and knowledge production which are the most important
in terms of conducting heterarchical research. Although these colonial practices
are very strong in our communities, it is important to see that we can contrib-
ute to the process of decolonizing some practices in our classrooms. This way,
in the future, teachers could think of ways in which heterarchical practices are
more implemented each time, not only in classrooms but also in everyday life.
Teachers and students should be conceived as mutually complementary. The pro-
cess of conducting qualitative research by seeing participants and researchers
as a cooperative group will help to co-construct a better community in which
everyone is part of that process without seeing subjects as the leaders or the
leaded. Besides, when cooperation exists the research process becomes more
successful and fruitful for the entire community.

After taking a look at these aspects, we see that it is necessary to think about
decolonizing methodologies when conducting a research study. It is imperative
to see that this can become a cooperative process in which we all can be par-
ticipants and researchers co-constructing knowledge, not mere knowing and
known subjects, researchers, and researched from which an issue will be re-
solved. In that sense, one of the decisions already made was to work with a
methodology that could facilitate the way participants (teachers and students)
express their ways of thinking or even experiences in which they have suffered
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from discrimination due to aspects such as gender, race, social class, nationality,
and language, among others.

One of the steps that led to this decision included looking at the methodology
that some authors used to conduct similar research studies. From the fifty articles
collected when doing a profiling exercise, it was observed that most of them used
interviews, class observations, diaries, questionnaires, field notes, video/audio
recordings, lesson plans, students’ artifacts, and national databases. What was
noticed here was the fact that even though the studies included an intersectional
perspective, which is considered by many as a decolonial approach, the meth-
odology used by the authors was purely traditional or colonial. Only one out of
the fifty presented a methodology in which photovoice was used. Bazemore-
Bertrand & Handsfield (2019) explained that participants expressed their ideas
without using their own voices; instead, they used pictures as an opportunity to
represent and express their feelings without the fear of being exposed. This is a
good example of what can be done in terms of methodology, as it is giving the
opportunity to express feelings or tell experiences in a creative way.

Now, considering that some aspects of traditional methodologies when conduct-
ing a research study include: following external policies worldwide, conceiving
the teacher as the researcher and students as mere participants, and considering
Eurocentric knowledge as the only valuable and existent, some decisions had to be
made in terms of the methodology that should be used in my own research study.
This decision gave way to some questions that will be shared in the next section.

Challenges, struggles, and questions
for future decisions

Considering that my own research study aims to see the way in which inter-
sectional identities (gender, race, social class, nationality, language, etc.) affect
students’ learning processes, | should think of a methodology that fits not only
this aim but also my decolonial perspective. After seeing that some authors still
work with traditional methodologies, it is important to look for a way in which
the research study can be developed from a submerged viewpoint. | want to im-
plement a methodology that does not imply that | am going to be seen as the re-
searcher (knowing-subject) and my students as the researched (known subjects).

I also started thinking about a way to collect students” experiences and stories
without making them feel forced to talk about something they would not like to
discuss. Additionally, interviews, questionnaires or written narratives would not
be helpful enough considering that some students will not be willing to write or
speak about their experiences. Another difficulty may be the fact that I am always
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going to be seen as the teacher, so students would not feel comfortable telling me
about any bad experience as they may think that | am going to tell their parents
or other people about it. At this point, | felt the necessity to look for a way to
overcome these issues.

This is when I thought of working with narratives. However, as we (teacher and
students) would not be willing to speak or write, | decided to try drawings, pictures,
clippings, sculptures, or any other artistic means through which we can express
ourselves. Besides, in order to show myself as a trusted person when talking about
bad experiences, | thought of giving them some examples of situations in which |
have felt | was being discriminated because of social identities and this could be
done through the visual means mentioned before. This is a way of showing myself
as another participant and as someone who also shares experiences with the entire
classroom, which could probably help me show myself as a trusted person and
make students feel more comfortable sharing. Visual narratives can be the perfect
way to show that Eurocentric methodologies are not always the correct choice.
Through the use of different manifestations of art, | can also present myself and
my students as co-creators of knowledge and thus they can also be part of this
co-construction not as mere participants of a research study.

Finally, as this would be an uncommon methodological practice, there are
many challenges to consider. Some of them are questions | have been dealing
with in this decision-making process that | would like to share with the reader
to conclude this chapter: How to establish a heterarchical relation with my stu-
dents? How to disempower myself as the teacher who conducts the research?
How do | conduct a study with and for my students, instead of on them? How do
| present myself as authentic when sharing my own experiences? How to erase
the concept of the teacher as non-reliable?
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