


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘This exquisitely complex book is invaluable for those of us seeking deeper 
understandings of the role played by English in magnifying economic inequalities 
globally. Building on wisdom drawn from their own life experiences with 
linguicide, transnationalism, and English-as-medium-of-education policies, these 
four authors render skillful analyses that shed light on the complicated dilemmas 
surrounding language-in-education policy. Offering insightful understandings 
widely applicable beyond the contemporary Indian context, the book provides 
supportive and constructive guidance for enacting critical resistance in the context 
of a range of often-neoliberal language policy reforms.’ 

Suhanthie Motha, Associate Professor of Applied Linguistics/TESOL, 
English Department, University of Washington, USA 

‘This book provides critical insights into processes of globalization and 
multilingual education from the perspective of the less privileged. Embodied by 
the personal experiences of four scholars from different regions and language 
groups, and richly situated in classrooms and communities in India, the book 
portrays dysfunctional outcomes. Educational policies motivated by the global 
pressures of economic progress and national goals of development hamper 
profciencies in both heritage languages and English. We leave persuaded that 
a pedagogy that honestly addresses economic disparities, critiques ongoing 
colonial designs, and values heritage languages and epistemologies is more 
benefcial for the Global South.’ 

Suresh Canagarajah, Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Applied Linguistics, 
English, and Asian Studies, Pennsylvania State University, USA 

‘This book makes a signifcant contribution to bringing together post-colonial 
scholarship on the politics and practices of language policies and language 
education. It draws on rich lived experiences of the diverse language identities 
of the authors. This richness is evident throughout the text as the authors 
engage in a nuanced manner with a complex intellectual terrain on language 
politics, whilst drawing on research evidence from the feld. The arguments 
presented in the book also problematise the construction of disability and the 
labelling of learning disability especially in schooling contexts, such as those in 
India. The book raises important points in relation to how ‘disability’ labels are 
uncritically adopted in settings such as many English medium schools which 
provide access to frst generation learners and largely non-English speakers from 
low-income background.’ 

Nidhi Singal, Professor of Disability and Inclusive Education, 
University of Cambridge, UK 

‘This provocative book will change how you think about language teaching and 
learning. In The Politics of English Language Education and Social Inequality, 
Kalyanpur, Boruah, Molina, and Shenoy offer an incisive analysis of how English 
language education operates as a colonizing presence. With a focus on a 
multilingual nation that has a complex relationship with English – India – the 



 

 

authors brilliantly weave personal experiences with research data and theory in 
order to illuminate reverberations of language policy, language teaching, and 
the language experiences of children across dimensions that range from identity 
to national policy to global domination.’ 

Christine Sleeter, Professor Emerita, School of Professional Studies, 
California State University-Monterey Bay, USA 

‘This book, authored by four Indian women, is unlike any other. It is written 
from the heart and from the women’s own life experiences and academic research. 
Theory about the role of English education in colonialism and globalization, 
as well as its relationship to poverty, fow here from the local Indian context, 
as the authors refect jointly and foreground their own positionality. The book 
is an example of decolonial resistance not only to traditional English language 
education, but also to academic treatises that do not reveal the authors’ selves.’ 

Ofelia García, Professor Emerita, The Graduate Center, 
City University of New York, USA 
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Language Education and 
Social Inequality 

Based on policy analysis and empirical data, this book examines the problematic 
consequences of colonial legacies of language policies and English language 
education in the multilingual contexts of the Global South. 

Using a postcolonial lens, the volume explores the raciolinguistics of language 
hierarchies that results in students from low-income backgrounds losing their 
mother tongues without acquiring academic fuency in English. Using fndings 
from fve major research projects, the book analyzes the specifc context of India, 
where ambiguous language policies have led to uneasy tensions between the 
colonial language of English, national and state languages, and students’ linguistic 
diversity is mistaken for cognitive defcits when English is the medium of 
instruction in schools. The authors situate their own professional and personal 
experiences in their efforts at dismantling postcolonial structures through 
refective practice as teacher educators, and present solutions of decolonial 
resistance to linguistic hierarchies that include critical pedagogical alternatives 
to bilingual education and opportunities for increased teacher agency. 

Ultimately, this timely volume will appeal to researchers, scholars, academics, 
and students in the felds of international and comparative education, English 
and literacy studies, and language arts more broadly. Those interested in English 
language learning in low-income countries specifcally will also fnd this book 
to be of beneft to their research. 
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Prologue 
Our language stories 

All the authors of this book have been signifcantly impacted in personal ways 
by language. We share our stories here and in subsequent chapters. The themes 
that emerged from our personal experiences refect the dilemmas and challenges 
that present themselves at a global level. It is, perhaps, not a coincidence that 
all four of us are of Indian origin, although we met in the U.S. Among us, and 
because of India’s rich multilingual heritage, we know several languages – 
Assamese, Hindi, Japanese, Kannada, Konkani, Malayalam, Sindhi – some being 
our mother tongue languages, other being languages we learnt in the regions 
in which we grew up. Yet, the one language that all of us are the most fuent 
in for reading, writing and speaking, and is common to all of us is English. All 
four of us have been impacted by postcolonial linguistic imperialism as English 
has gradually become the global lingua franca within our current context of 
globalization and neoliberal economics (Canagarajah, 2006; Phillipson, 1992). 

Our experiences of losing our own languages as we became less literate in 
our regional or mother tongue languages, or linguicide, is a result of the per-
ception of a hierarchy of languages where local languages are considered inferior 
to a national or a global language (see Alim, Rickford, & Ball, 2016). The 
Indian Constitution recognizes Hindi as the offcial language, and all states are 
encouraged to teach it at school as part of the Three Language Formula policy 
(discussed in more detail in Chapter 3). However, none of us spoke Hindi at 
home and were introduced to it either in school as another subject to study, as 
another language in the local environment or through Bollywood flms. Sunaina 
recalls having to undergo painful years of private tuition in Hindi during her 
school years and resisting being forced to learn it. “I watched Bollywood mov-
ies, I understood Hindi,” she explained, “why did I have to study it?” Our 
mother tongues were either not taught to us at all in school or taught as a 
second, even a third, language. Padmini regrets allowing her literacy in her 
mother tongue, Assamese, to slide. While she struggled to read in Assamese, 
she enjoyed reading and writing in English, which was the medium of instruc-
tion at school, and in time, began to author short stories and poems in English. 
Sarina attended an American English medium school in Japan, where there were 
no opportunities to learn her native language, except through listening in on 
conversations between her parents and elders in the community. She was also 
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