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“Stop at nothing, we are rebels”: ELT pedagogies of BE[ing] 
and resistance in the crossfire 
 

Yecid Ortega 
 
Introduction 
Colombia currently faces social-political turmoil that has lasted for more than fifty years. Life-
threatening violence has mostly affected marginalized students in public schools (González, 
2016). Although learning the English language is important for reasons beyond economic ones, 
there has been little discussion on the role that the English language teaching (ELT) curriculum 
can have in promoting social justice and peacebuilding. In this article, I present findings of a 
critical ethnographic case study conducted with three Colombian English teachers and their 
students in an impoverished neighbourhood in Bogotá (the capital). This study specifically 
explores how a social justice and peacebuilding curriculum (SJPBC) has been used in the 
English classroom to enable students to learn English skills and discuss violence in and out of 
school to address community and wider social problems. 
 
Guiding concepts 
I use Galtung's (1964, 1969) 'negative peace' and 'positive peace' as points of entry. Generally, 
negative peace refers to the absence of violence and absence of passive co-existence while 
positive peace actively represents love, the union of body, mind and spirit in the presence of 
cooperation, equity, equality and dialogue. For the purposes of this article, I have simplified and 
adapted Galtung’s quadrant model to identify positive peace to the right and negative peace to 
the left. The further to the left on the continuum, the greater the suffering, the further to the right 
the more reduced the suffering, while zero (0) is a state in between (see figure 1).  
 

Negative Peace ←-------- 0 --------→ Positive Peace 
Figure 1. Positive and negative peace  

 
While on one hand, we have a type of peace that refers to the absence of violence, war, 
conflict, on the other hand, we have the idea of the integration of human society within a 
structural model of social justice. Although for Galtung these concepts mainly refer to contexts 
of war and conflict, in this article I borrow the ideas to refer to negative peace as the violence 
and struggles faced by the students/teachers in the community and positive peace as the 
classroom projects that address issues of social justice and attempts to challenge the 
precarious situations they live in. 
Methods and Findings 
 
This study was carried out in a public high school in Bogotá, Colombia with three English 
teachers and their students from diverse ethnic backgrounds. I spent eight months immersed in 
the classrooms and shared experiences with the teachers and the students as I conducted 
several interviews.  After using NVivo 12 and a content and theme analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 
2008), data revealed four forms of resistance: 1) native speakerism resistance, 2) language 
policy resistance, 3) administration resistance, and 4) capitalism resistance. These four 
resistances are grounded in the teachers’ beliefs that other pedagogies are possible beyond the 
common grammar-based and communicative approaches to the teaching of languages in many 
Colombian public school classrooms.   
 
Native speakerism resistance: teachers allow students to use their home language (Spanish) in 
class. In one of my classroom observations, students were doing presentations about their 
social justice projects when one of the students struggled to present his topic in English. The 
teacher immediately jumped in and told him to use his Spanish or code switch if necessary. We 
may see this act of using the students’ own language as a scaffold to make meaning and as a 
type of resistance not only to the ‘English-only' discourses that have permeated the English 
language teaching classrooms for a while but to an entire system of colonialism of power 
(Quijano, 2000) in which concepts of translanguaging (Garcia & Wei, 2014) and 
trans[cultural]linguación (Ortega, 2019) highlight the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of 
students and put them at the front and centre of the day-to-day practice.  
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Language policy resistance: teachers argue that the curricular guidelines provided by the 
government are insufficient to address students’ social needs and thus call for a co-created, 
participatory English curriculum design. Towards the end of my fieldwork, I noticed how 
teachers created a “hidden” curriculum that is not evident to their eyes but is in their classroom 
practices. I call this emerging curriculum of looking at teaching English in a more humanizing 
manner as social justice and peacebuilding curriculum (SJPBC). Unlike educational systems 
that use schooling to prepare students for a capitalist world (Zajda, 2010), SJPBC promotes 
English teaching to a world in which students learn not only for the purposes of economic social 
mobility but for social cohesion. This is emphasized by the school environment in its mission 
and vision, the classroom environment in students’ attitudes towards learning English 
differently, and the teachers' expectations and lesson planning that look at motivating and 
engaging students in learning for a better future. In a sense, SJPBC counters Colombia’s 
educational policies (such as Colombia Bilingüe) that promote English education for economic 
development and leadership in Latin America (Ministerio de Educación, 2016). 
 
Administration resistance: Teachers fit their social justice projects around the training for 
standardized English testing. It was evident that teachers had to train their students for the local 
standardized test at least once a week as mandated by the academic coordinators, thus 
restricting the possibilities for socially-oriented tasks. In the following interview extract, we can 
read how Sol (one of the teachers) argues that regardless of these constraints, students still 
manage to learn some English:  
“We have to train them (the students) for the standardized tests and we do not have time to do 
the real work, but with the little that we do, they do learn.” (Sol –Teacher, August 2018) 
 
In my ongoing observations and conversations with students and teachers in general, there is 
the sentiment of doing things in a different way. There is a push from the government and 
school administration to teach students to the test in order to obtain higher scores to get more 
funding, yet teachers and students push back by focusing more on social and cultural 
pedagogies that are more relevant to their communities (Paris & Alim, 2017). 
 
Capitalism resistance: Teachers promote pedagogical approaches that look at students as 
human beings who care about others and resist their violent context. Rather than treating 
students as factory products of knowledge that feed a capitalistic neoliberal system, teachers 
portray them as potential agents of peace and social change (Hurie, 2018).  
 
Data analysis evidenced the connection between teachers’ practices and their actions to 
counter global capitalistic and neoliberal discourses of learning English. For example, parents 
and administrators tend to believe that learning English is important to secure well-paid jobs in 
the future, however teachers strongly believe that caring about students’ well-being is 
imperative, as what happens in their lives affects them as well. Below, we can read an excerpt 
from one of the teachers who feels touched by what happens to her students.  
“We deal with human beings who manage complex lives… I am affected by what happens to 
them.” (Hadasa, August 1, 2018) 
 
The teachers’ concern for the students was captured by all my observations on how students as 
humans are put at the centre of teaching practice in what I call pedagogies of BE[ING]

1
. These 

students are not only constantly caring about others, but always learning, changing and 
transforming in search of solutions for problems in their community. Indeed, teachers are 
convinced that what students learn in the English class must cross the threshold of the 
classroom/school walls to create an impact on society. The following passage grasps the 
sentiment of these observations.   
“…so (teaching English) goes beyond what we teach in the English class, all of them are 
people, as beings who not only come to study but to establish different relationships.” (Hadasa, 
August 13, 2018) 
 

                                                        
1
 This comes from more robust ideas on pedagogies be[ing], be[coming] and be[longing]  which refers to students who 

care about their community they belong to and hope for a better future – work in progress. 
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These counter-narratives or resistance were well represented by the teachers’ pedagogical 
activities towards solving a specific problem in the community. For example, students in grade 
10 collaborated to create invented social-justice-oriented non-profit organizations to raise 
money to feed stray dogs, to help community members to navigate their unemployment 
situation and to promote sports as a way to move away from drug addiction (see photos below). 
Towards the end of the academic year, students shared their reflections about these projects in 
the form of public presentations in English to peer groups and the entire school.  

 

 
Photo Set 1: Images of social-oriented projects. 

 
In one of the interviews, a teacher mentioned that the reason why they were able to approach 
English teaching in this manner was that they see themselves as “rebels with a cause”. They 
gave students the skills to create projects to promote social cohesion while ignoring mandated 
administrative or government guidelines. Initially, the students were skeptical about making the 
connections between learning English and addressing social issues in their community. 
However, the classroom activities, tasks and projects actively problematized social issues and 
prepared students to acquire critical and social skills for their future outside the school.  
“…this is the first stage of the rebellion, but I do dream of joining forces and taking these 
projects outside the school with other teachers and other teacher educators.” (Sol, October 1, 
2018) 
 
I conclude that although these students face everyday violence, gang recruitment, drug dealing, 
and family abuse, they have found hope in education as BE[ings] in which BE refers to 
individual humans and [ing] refers to constant learning and changing. Here, learning English 
becomes a conduit to pursue the students’ dreams and hopes to move socially. The teachers’ 
pedagogies of BE[ing] chip away at neoliberal and capitalistic discourses of English language 
teaching. They explicitly do not want their students to acquire English skills to serve the system, 
but to make community problems visible and attempt to solve them. Teachers believe this 
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“rebeldia” (rebellion) against the system must be done with concrete actions that counter 
dehumanization and connect them with the world.  
“…a teacher who is human and that feels humanity is already an excellent teacher because 
he/she is already connected and when you connect with humanity you win 90% of learning.” 
(Sol, August 12, 2018)  
 
Finally, while negative peace was conceived as the absence of violence/war and positive peace 
as the integration of humans into society, we can see how these pedagogies of BE[ing] are 
strong evidence towards positive peace in which the ultimate goal is to foster active agents of 
social change and remove them from the gangs, drugs and violence.  
 
Notes: Thanks to all the English teachers in Colombia who keep working with social-justice-
oriented pedagogies to the teaching of English. Some more resources and research information 
can be found at https://www.andjustice4all.ca/ 
 
References 
Conteh, J., & Meier, G. (Eds.). (2014). The multilingual turn in languages education. 

Opportunities and challenges. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.  
Delors, J., et al. (1998). Learning: The treasure within. Paris: UNESCO Publishing. 
Elo, S., & Kyngäs, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis process. Journal of Advanced 

Nursing, 62(1), 107–115.  
Flores, N., & Rosa, J. (2015). Undoing appropriateness: Raciolinguistic ideologies and language 

diversity in education. Harvard Educational Review, 85(2), 149–171. 
Galtung, J. (1964). An editorial. Journal of Peace Research, 1(1), 1–4.  
Galtung, J. (1969). Violence, peace, and peace research. Journal of Peace Research, 6(3), 

167–191.  
Garcia, O., & Wei, L. (2014). Translanguaging: language, bilingualism and education 

(http://go.utlib.ca/cat/9268243). Macmillan. 
González, L. E. R. (2016). Fernán E. González González. Poder y violencia en Colombia. 

Bogotá: Odecofi, Cinep, 2014. Estudios Socio-Jurídicos, 18(1), 267–275. Hurie, A. H. (2018). 
¿Inglés para la paz? Colonialidad, ideología neoliberal y expansión discursiva en Colombia 
Bilingüe. Ikala, 23(2), 333–354. 

Macedo, D. (2019). Decolonizing foreign language education: The misteaching of English and 
other colonial languages. Routledge. 

Ministerio de Educación. (2016). Colombia Bilingüe. Colombia Aprende - La Red Del 
Conocimiento. http://aprende.colombiaaprende.edu.co/es/colombiabilingue/86689 

Miranda, N., & Valencia Giraldo, S. (2019). Unsettling the ‘Challenge’: ELT policy ideology and 
the new breach amongst state-funded schools in Colombia. Changing English, 26(3), 282–
294.  

Ortega, Y. (2019). Peacebuilding and social justice in English as a foreign language: Classroom 
experiences from a Colombian high school. In E. A. Mikulec, S. Bhatawadekar, C. T. 
McGivern, & P. Chamness (Eds.), Readings in language studies Volume 7: Intersections of 
peace and language studies (Vol. 7, pp. 63–90). International Society for Language Studies. 

Paris, D., & Alim, H. S. (Eds.). (2017). Culturally sustaining pedagogies: Teaching and learning 
for justice in a changing world. Teachers College Press. 

Piccardo, E., & North, B. (2019). The action-oriented approach: A dynamic vision of language 
education. Multilingual Matters. 

Quijano, A. (2000). Coloniality of power and eurocentrism in Latin America. International 
Sociology, 15(2), 215–232.  

Rosa, J. (2016). Language Ideologies. In O. Garcia, N. Flores, & S. Massimiliano (Eds.), The 
Oxford Handbook of Language and Society (pp. 103–123). Oxford University Press. 

Zajda, J. (Ed.). (2010). Globalization, education and social justice. Springer Netherlands.  
 
Yecid Ortega is a Ph.D. candidate in Language and Literacies Education (LLE) and the 
specialization program in Comparative International, and Development Education (CIDE) at the 
University of Toronto. Yecid explores how globalization, capitalism and neoliberalism influence 
language policy decision-making processes and their effects on classroom practices and 
students’ lived experiences. 

 

https://www.andjustice4all.ca/

