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Advocacy

BEDRETTIN YAZAN AND NATHANAEL RUDOLPH

 Framing the Issue

In the globalized field of English language teaching (ELT), an idealized native 
speaker/hearer (Chomsky, 1965) has long served as the “standard” for language 
learning, use, and instruction. Critically oriented scholarship has argued that this 
theoretical abstraction is constructed as Western, Caucasian, and most often male, 
and is inscribed with essentialized language and cultural knowledge and behav-
ior. The idealized native speaker (NS) has in turn been contrasted with an ideal-
ized “non-native” speaker (NNS), who possesses an incomplete knowledge of 
English and whose behavior deviates from the “norm.” The idealized NS therefore 
serves as the universal measure for English language learner, user, and instructor 
proficiency. Critical scholarship has problematized the preeminence of the NS 
“construct” in the field of ELT, contending that it ignores (purposefully or other-
wise) the diversity of varieties, users, and uses of English in different contexts. 
Grounded in inquiry exploring postcolonial Englishes, and English employed in 
interaction between speakers hailing from a range of linguistic, cultural, national, 
and ethnic backgrounds within and across borders, recent research has argued for 
the conceptualization of language ownership, use, and instruction that accounts 
for movement and hybridity in an increasingly postmodern and globalized world. 
Such work has led to a focus on the lived experiences of “non-native” English 
speaker teachers (NNESTs) negotiating identity as ELT professionals.

Although sharing recognition of the dominance of the idealized NS “construct,” 
critical scholarship has conceptualized the origin, manifestation, and maintenance 
of idealization in ELT contexts around the globe, in ontologically and epistemo-
logically divergent ways. Such divergence is manifest in the way in which scholars 
conceptualize and/or approach “self,” “identity,” “experience,” and “inequity,” 
leading to alternate views of who experiences “privilege” or “marginalization,” or 
both, to what degree, and for what reasons. This diversity has in turn given shape 
to differing conceptualizations of the agency (the possibility for and actualization 
of discursive change) that teachers and teacher educators might assert in address-
ing inequity in the field of ELT (Ahearn, 2001). In line with these varied construc-
tions of “agency,” scholars have further conceptualized advocacy, or the assertion 

eelt0003.indd   1 1/11/2017   4:41:13 PM



Advocacy2

of agency in “acting on the behalf of others” (Dubetz & de Jong, 2011, p. 251), in 
addressing professional inequity. Such conceptualizations of advocacy have 
resulted in alternate views of “what” is being problematized and addressed via 
advocacy, as well as “who” might advocate and “who” might be advocated for.

 Making the Case

One critically oriented conceptual approach to professional inequity is predicated 
upon the apprehension of identity through a dichotomous lens. This lens consists 
of juxtaposed categories of being and becoming (NSs and native English speaker 
teachers (NESTs)/NNSs and NNESTs), implicitly and explicitly inscribed with 
characteristics and experiences supposed to be largely shared and universal, and 
situated in one global field. Through such a lens, NSs, and therefore NESTs, are 
granted ownership of English in the field of ELT, leading to the NS fallacy 
(Phillipson, 1992): the privileging of NSs as ideal teachers, by way of their NS sta-
tus, and the de facto marginalization of NNESTs. Through this lens, the NS fallacy 
is a product of native speakerism (Holliday, 2006): the ubiquitous actualization, per-
petuation, and maintenance of category-related privilege (for NSs) and marginali-
zation (for NNSs), driven by discourses originating in the West. Native speakerism, 
from such a perspective, may manifest in the professional devaluation of NNESTs 
by their colleagues, other stakeholders in ELT, and in the society in which the ELT 
is situated, and in their own self-appraisal. This conceptual approach, framed 
within static, Modernistic (binary) categories of identity, assumes a fundamental 
gap between the “selves” of NSs/NNSs and NESTs/NNESTs. Both NESTs and 
NNESTs possess the agency to apprehend this reality of difference, and to attempt 
to ameliorate inequity in the workplace and in their professional activities. 
Advocacy, from such a perspective, might entail NSs and NNSs working to high-
light the benefits a NNEST may bring to the classroom, including their experiences 
of learning English and fluency in their first language, which they may share in 
common with their students. NESTs and NNESTs may therefore raise awareness 
of how they complement each other in and beyond the classroom. To do so, NSs 
and NNSs may assert agency in addressing the professional inequity that NNESTs 
experience, through participation in organized and institutionalized movements, 
through professional activities, such as publishing and presenting, and in their 
respective classrooms.

A second approach to (in)equity, drawing upon veins of social constructivist 
and postcolonial theory, is based upon the apprehension of “self” and meaning as 
socially constructed. Through this lens, NNESTs are positioned as “Others,” mar-
ginalized by power inscribed within institutional structures in societies. Though 
conceptually deviating from the notion of a Modernist “self” existing apart from 
interaction, such work yet maintains the boundaries of being and becoming essen-
tialized by binaries of identity (privileged/marginalized; NS-NEST/NNS-NNEST) 
and location (e.g., core/periphery), in apprehending inequity in the field of ELT. 
As a result, while viewing identity as socially constructed, and native speakerism 
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as systemically constructed, embedded, and perpetuated, this lens seeks to appre-
hend experience via fixed categories of identity. NESTs, as advocates, might recog-
nize the linguistic and cultural authority afforded to them via the NS fallacy, and 
advocate for a move toward the valuing of professional training and experience in 
determining teacher credibility in the field of ELT. Additionally, while challenging 
systemic native speakerism, both NESTs and NNESTs might assert agency in 
advocating for a move away from terminology enshrining privilege and margin-
alization. Even though seeking the use of new terminology, such advocacy wres-
tles explicitly and implicitly with the Modernistic commitments to categories of 
identity.

A third approach, grounded in social constructivist, postcolonial, postmodern, 
and poststructural scholarship, has challenged the apprehension of professionally 
inequitable relations via binaries of identity, arguing that such categories do not 
provide discursive space for different ways of being and becoming. Such work 
conceptualizes “self” as dynamically negotiated and constructed at the interstices 
of linguistic, cultural, ethnic, national, economic, academic, professional, and 
gender-related borders of identity, dominant and otherwise. Essentialized borders 
establishing the bounds of concepts including Self/Other, correct/incorrect, and 
desirable/undesirable, in communities, societies, and ELT located therein, are con-
textually constructed in and through intertwined local-global (“glocal”) discourses 
of identity. Such discourses are constructed and perpetuated by individuals and 
groups, for the purpose of attaining and maintaining power. “Native speakerism,” 
through such a lens, involves the fluid, contextualized construction and perpetua-
tion of authority connected to the ownership, use, and instruction of the English 
language, as well as community membership and corresponding authority in the 
ELT contexts. The “NS construct” and the “NS fallacy,” as well as the parameters 
of authority within an ELT setting, are, as a result, glocally constructed and contex-
tualized (Rudolph, Selvi, & Yazan, 2015). Thus, privilege and marginalization may 
manifest in different ways within and across contexts (as perceived by individuals 
and by others), and may be experienced concomitantly, by all teachers. Individuals, 
when positioning themselves and being positioned discursively and negotiating 
their sense of “self,” may consciously and unwittingly make choices to affirm 
and/or cross borders, in ways that often appear contradictory (Davies, 1991). This 
results in movement within and across boundaries of being and becoming, a 
notion which problematizes the apprehension of identity via essentialized catego-
ries. Identifying themselves as advocates, individuals may assert agency to prob-
lematize, challenge, and attempt to transform discourses, in the interest of altering 
how they are positioned or might position themselves (Davies, 1991). Thus, advo-
cacy might involve the problematization of discourses and corresponding borders 
of identity that shape the fluid privilege and marginalization that all teachers may 
potentially experience in each given context. Such advocacy involves moving 
beyond the use of essentialized categories of identity, in the interest of accounting 
for the diversity of experiences that individuals negotiate both within and beyond 
borders of being and of location. This advocacy may involve challenging both the 
dominant discourses of essentialization (including those constructing native 
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speakerism), and critically oriented binary approaches to the apprehension of 
identity and the conceptualization of “who” might be advocated for and “why,” in 
the workplace, in scholarship, in participation in professional organizations and 
critically oriented movements (institutionalized and otherwise), in professional 
activities, including publishing and presenting, and in approaches to the classroom.

 Pedagogical Implications

As in any discussion concerning practitioner identities, the integration of advo-
cacy into the pedagogical practices of English language teaching and teacher edu-
cation is not a straightforward endeavor. Coming from various NEST and NNEST 
backgrounds, individual ELT practitioners’ experiences and/or awareness of pro-
fessional inequity are highly variable in educational contexts, and this variability 
impacts on whether and how they conceive advocacy as part of their professional 
identities. This is inseparable from their approaches to the discourses of global 
ELT, particularly the discourses of native speaker. They could be subjectively and 
fluidly adopting, perpetuating, challenging, transcending, or calling into question 
the dominant discourses of native speaker and their ramifications in their teaching 
practice, both consciously and unconsciously. This fluidity and its subjectivity are 
manifest in their approach to constructs such as proficiency, authenticity, standard, 
or correctness as well as their instructional priorities shaping their lesson plans 
and actual teaching and their negotiation of the language policies and curricula. 
Therefore, the ways they frame themselves as users and teachers of English in 
relation to these discourses define how they view professional inequity and assert 
their agency to problematize and address it as well as for what and whom they 
advocate.

Developing sociopolitical consciousness about native-speakerist ideologies 
(e.g., unpacking the ways in which native speakerism is prevalent in the under-
standing of the nature, the learning, and the teaching of English) could be the 
starting point for ELT practitioners to engage in efforts of advocacy for profes-
sional equity for themselves, their colleagues, and/or the entire field of ELT. As the 
ELT practitioners who are making curricular decisions when designing (preservice 
or in-service) teacher education practices, teacher educators hold a crucial agen-
tive role in planning the course readings, discussions, and assignments toward the 
development of this consciousness. However, this role is contingent on whether or 
not they see themselves as responsible for educating teachers as agents and advo-
cates for professional equity by talking back to the discourses of native speaker. In 
other words, teacher educators need to assert agency to incorporate in their courses 
critically oriented conversations in ELT to problematize the dominant (and offi-
cial) discourses of language (teacher) education, which are packaged through 
national curricula (orchestrated by standards and frameworks) and considered as 
the mainstream. Those discourses “usually ensure that their core members are 
‘true believers’” and it is almost unimaginable to follow a transformative agenda 
working within the discourses (Gee, 2004, p. 29). Thus, it is a highly challenging 
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job for teacher educators to carve out pockets of time and space to plant the seeds 
of innovation and resistance in their classes, while concurrently ensuring that they 
also conform to the official discourses. Those seeds can subsequently grow into 
teacher candidates’ understanding of what advocacy roles an ELT practitioner 
should claim. Introducing emergent and practicing teachers to critical approaches 
to the nature, learning, and teaching of English does not necessarily guarantee 
their transformation into advocates for professional equity. The main initial focus 
in this introduction should be the consciousness raising about (as well as prob-
lematization of) the constraining impact of discourses of native speaker and the 
possibilities for active involvement in the transformation of those constraints. 
Understanding the nature of those discourses would lead them to raise a constel-
lation of thorny questions about epistemic commitments embedded in the dis-
courses and accordingly in the ways their profession (especially, the value attached 
to nativeness as a professional quality) is delineated.

Even though the extent and scope of ELT professionals’ advocacy efforts might 
largely vary, growing as an advocate for professional equity in ELT entails prob-
lematizing the identities as “ritualized [re]producers and consumers” of dominant 
discourses (Gee, 2004, p. 30). When unpacking the intricate ways in which dis-
courses control, monitor, and regulate the local actors’ sense making and knowl-
edge generation, ELT practitioners should be encouraged to examine their own 
lived experiences and discern how the discourses of nativeness normalize the 
dichotomous and inequitable professional relations in local ELT contexts. Teacher 
educators could integrate this examination into their classes through a critical 
autoethnographic approach (Kumaravadivelu, 2012) that could provide preser-
vice and practicing teachers with “windows” into their identities negotiated and 
situated within the webs of meanings in ELT discourses. Such an approach should 
invite teachers to sketch their self-portrait with “introspective [narrative] accounts” 
comprised of “self-observation, self-analysis and self-reflection,” so that they can 
illuminate the intersectionality “between the personal, the professional, the peda-
gogical, and the political” dimensions embedded in the discursive negotiation and 
formation of their identities (p. 69). Focusing on those dimensions, teacher- 
educator practices highlight the critical role of teachers in their own teaching and 
learning to teach. Their autoethnographies could function as transformative 
mediational tools for ELT practitioners. Using those tools, they could better scruti-
nize and contextualize the role of the dominant ELT discourses in their lived expe-
riences, and become cognizant of the normalized professional inequity diffused in 
instructional contexts in various forms. This self-reflexivity that is focused on lived 
experiences can lead them to realize the constrained possibilities of being, becom-
ing, knowing, and meaning which define the boundaries of legitimacy, authority, 
standard, desirability, and efficiency, as well as pertinent beliefs, values, and pri-
orities in ELT. Their self-reflexivity, at the same time, can become a source of affor-
dances for identity transformation to integrate advocacy and agency as part of 
who they are personally and professionally.

Along with teacher education practices, ELT practitioners can also become 
advocates for professional equity by interacting with other advocates and 
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becoming part of advocacy efforts orchestrated by the members of international 
and regional professional organizations (e.g., TESOL International Association 
NNEST Interest Section, Washington Area TESOL NNEST Caucus, California 
TESOL Non-native Language Educators Interest Group). These are institutional-
ized advocacy-oriented entities acting as organic bodies of larger structures. The 
names of those communities imply the binary relations (i.e., native/non-native) 
and they are misconceived by many members of the above-mentioned profes-
sional organizations who identify themselves as “native” speakers of English, 
mainly because they are not aware of “the all-inclusive nature of the NNEST 
movement” (Selvi, 2014, p. 583). This misconception, which is partly due to the use 
of the term “NNEST” (Selvi, 2014), is fairly pervasive among ELT practitioners and 
clouds the conceptualization of inclusivity and equity in the NNEST movement 
(Rudolph et  al., 2015). Although there is an ongoing conversation among the 
scholars leading those communities who place advocacy at the center of their 
existence, it is time this conversation reached a decision to reframe themselves to 
better represent their role in advocacy efforts targeting professional equity and 
inclusivity in the field of ELT. This reframing could, albeit in the long run, lead a 
larger section of the membership to become active participants and agents of the 
advocacy efforts coordinated within the local and international professional 
organizations.

Additionally, whether or not associated with professional organizations, there 
are other advocacy efforts organized in the virtual world in the form of webinars 
(e.g., TESOL International Electronic Village Online), blogging (e.g., TEFL Equity 
Advocates), Facebook groups, tweet threads, and other social conversations. Those 
ELT professionals who do not have access to institutionalized entities can benefit 
from those ways of becoming aware and part of the advocacy efforts for profes-
sionally equal relations in the field of ELT. They can still imagine themselves as 
agents and active participants of those efforts by partaking in the conversations in 
such virtual spaces.

Although described here in a relatively linear manner for the sake of discussion, 
refashioning practitioner identities as inclusive of advocacy and agency for profes-
sional equity in ELT is a winding and iterative process. There will be vast variance 
in the ways the ELT practitioners respond to critical approaches to discourses of 
native speaker through teacher education practices or interactions within profes-
sional organizations. Influenced by the contextual demands, the roles attributed to 
them would place some weight on the type of advocates and agents as they 
emerge, and the degree of continued commitment to professional equity over 
time. For example, when introduced to the inequitable professional relations stem-
ming from the discourses of nativeness, English as a Second Language (ESL) 
teachers who already consider themselves advocates for a socially just and equita-
ble education for English language learners (ELLs) in the United States could 
respond variably. They could easily understand the detrimental impacts of those 
discourses on the field of ELT, because they have already witnessed the inequita-
ble opportunities for ELLs’ education, and they could expand their advocacy to 
encompass inclusive and equitable professional relations in their contexts. They 
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could also view advocating for ELLs as the only advocacy efforts that pertain to 
themselves as ELT professionals and decide to channel their energy and time 
merely to that advocacy by rendering any other venues of advocacy professionally 
irrelevant. Therefore, the transformation of professional identity inclusive of 
advocacy and agency is a considerably complex process with many unexpected 
turns and twists based on individuals’ commitment and contextual demands.

SEE ALSO: Agency and Marginalization; Empowerment of Non-Native English 
Speaker Teachers; Equity and Inclusivity and Non-native English Speaker 
Teachers; Idealization of Native Speakers and Native English Speaker Teachers; 
Identity and Non-Native English Speaker Teachers; Native Speaker Fallacy; 
Native  Speakerism; Non-Native Speaker Teacher; Teacher Qualifications, 
Professionalism, Competencies, and Benchmarks
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This entry presents a critical discussion of the concept of advocacy with respect to the 
inequitable professional relations stemming from the discourse of native speaker in the 
global field of English language teaching (ELT). It attempts to capture the intricacies of 
various apprehensions of advocacy in ELT that are based on different worldviews. 
Conceptualizing advocacy as part of ELT practitioners’ professional identities, this entry 
highlights the need for the efforts of advocacy as agentive and transformative action to 
address inequitable relations in ELT as a profession. Finally, it provides some pedagogi-
cal implications for advocacy as individual and organizational efforts, particularly 
regarding the ways for individuals and organizations to transform identities to integrate 
advocacy and agency as part of who they are personally and professionally.
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