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Introduction 

There is just one framework for teaching languages, including English, that’s known around the world 

– The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, or CEF. It was born in Europe, but it 

has travelled around the globe, partly transported by textbooks and proficiency tests, and has had 

offspring in many parts of the world, especially in the form of national English programmes. 

While virtually all ELT professionals around the world must be familiar with the A1-2, B1-2, C1-2 levels 

of language proficiency of the CEF, many, perhaps most, are probably not familiar with the CEF as a 

whole. That’s unfortunate because it has a strong, and sometimes inappropriate, influence on most ELT 

in most countries, including those in Latin America, even though they are markedly different from 

European countries in important respects for ELT. 

Below are three short excerpts from the CEF, the last two of which indicate how different Europe and 

Latin America are in ways that have, or should have, an impact on ELT: 

The Common European Framework provides a common basis for the elaboration of language 

syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, examinations, textbooks, etc., across Europe. 

…..it is only through a better knowledge of European modern Languages that it will be possible to 

facilitate communication and interaction among Europeans of different mother tongues in order 

to promote European mobility, mutual understanding and cooperation, and overcome prejudice 

and discrimination. 

…..[the CEF aims] to ensure, as far as possible, that all sections of [European countries’] 

populations have access to effective means of acquiring a knowledge of the languages of other 

member states (or of other communities within their own country) as well as the skills in the use 

of those languages that will enable them to satisfy their communicative needs and in particular: 

1.1 to deal with the business of everyday life in another country, and to help foreigners staying 

in their own country to do so: 

1.2 to exchange information and ideas with young people and adults who speak a different 

language and communicate their thoughts and feelings to them; 

1.3 to achieve a wider and deeper understanding of the way of life and forms of thought of other 

peoples and of their cultural heritage. 

As those excerpts show, the CEF was conceived by the Council of Europe specifically for Europe (now 

27 European Union countries and 20 others) to “facilitate communication and interaction among 

Europeans of different mother tongues in order to promote European mobility, mutual understanding 

and cooperation, and overcome prejudice and discrimination”. Europe has a very different context and 

very different needs from Latin America. For a start, the EU alone has 23 different official languages, so 

multilingualism and lingua francas are extremely important, with English by far the most important 

lingua franca, though some other languages are also widely used across borders in Europe, especially 



French and German. In contrast, Latin America doesn’t need a regional lingua franca because Spanish 

is the official language in almost all Latin American countries, and Portuguese, very closely related to 

Spanish, in Brazil. In addition, within the EU there is freedom of movement and citizens of EU member 

states can enter and reside in other member countries without visas or permits, so inter-country 

mobility is very high (though not in all the 20 non-EU members of the Council of Europe). English serves 

well as a lingua franca for tourism, business and some other purposes, but when Europeans wish to 

study or work in another country they need to know that country’s main language, and it helps for 

retirement and extended vacationing also. In contrast, Latin Americans often need visas for travel 

abroad, and certainly for extended stays or residence: legal study and work abroad, especially outside 

Latin America itself, are for a small number of Latin Americans only, mostly privileged or fortunate ones.  

Though not intended for use outside Europe the CEF does mention use of the framework in situations where 

adaptation may be necessary. Here are two excerpts that could be relevant for some ELT in Latin America: 

The Framework includes the description of ‘partial’ qualifications, appropriate when only a more 

restricted knowledge of a language is required (e.g. for understanding rather than speaking), or 

when a limited amount of time is available for the learning of a third or fourth language and more 

useful results can perhaps be attained by aiming at, say, recognition rather than recall skills. 

…..the framework should be open and flexible, so that it can be applied, with such adaptations as 

prove necessary, to particular situations. 

The first excerpt refers to learning a third or fourth language, which many people do in Europe, with 

the assumption that the second language (English in most cases) will be learnt for full general use and 

to the highest possible level of proficiency. In Latin America, and elsewhere, the idea of ‘partial’ learning 

of a language could be applied to English, usually the first and only foreign language learnt: Many Latin 

Americans learn English only or mainly for occupation-related reading, and university English courses 

for undergraduates that focus mainly on ESP reading might achieve much more useful learning than 

typical university English for General Purposes courses do. Other skills may follow from fairly proficient 

reading if the need and opportunity arise for individual people. 

The second excerpt refers to different situations within Europe: There should obviously be significant 

differences in the teaching-learning of a language, not necessarily English, in primary school, secondary 

school and higher education, in Sweden, Germany and Bulgaria, and so on. In Latin America, different 

ELT is also appropriate in different levels and types of education and in different countries, but there 

are other situations and contexts that are common in Latin America and rare in Europe, for example, 

areas with endemic poverty and areas of rural isolation. 

To sum up, Europe is very different from Latin America, geographically, demographically, politically, 

economically and linguistically, especially the 27 EU countries with a close economic-political union, a 

combined population of around 450 million and 23 official languages, in an area about half the size of 

Brazil, with all citizens able to enter, reside and work freely in any of the 27 countries. The CEF is 

designed to facilitate the teaching, learning and certification of all European languages, not just English, 

in order for Europeans to move around, collaborate and live in harmony, which they have not always 

done in the past. How, then, could the CEF be appropriate for ELT in most of Latin America without 

considerable definition and adaptation? Significantly, the CEF recognises differences within Europe and 



within European countries, and aims to be an open and flexible framework that can be adapted to 

particular situations and circumstances. Though the CEF is not a framework for ELT in Latin America, 

some of it can be applied fairly directly, and more of it can be adapted, but even so, more than that is 

usually needed. This article explores the CEF, its influence on ELT in Latin America, and appropriate ELT 

for the different roles of English and the different ELT contexts in Latin America. 

 

The foundations and aims of frameworks for ELT 

For this exploration of frameworks for ELT in Latin America, the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEF) obviously has to be looked at, a postulated Common Latin American 

Framework for English Teaching (CLAFET) will also be presented, and Mexico’s Programa Nacional de 

Inglés (PRONI) will be related to both. PRONI unquestionably owes a large debt to the CEF, but it should 

be well aligned with CLAFET if CLAFET is an appropriate framework for ELT specifically in Latin America. 

Note that CLAFET is directed only towards ELT in public education and private education that follows 

public guidelines: ELT in privileged schools and other privileged institutions in Latin America would 

naturally follow other guidelines, perhaps the CEF if many students in the school or institution travel, stay 

and study abroad like well-off Europeans, or perhaps the institution’s own guidelines. 

Table 1: ELT contexts considered in 2 frameworks and 1 national English programme 

CEF (actual framework) PRONI (national programme) CLAFET (postulated framework) 

The 47 members of the Council of 

Europe, now 47, including the 27 

members of the European Union. 

 

The many languages in Europe 

include 23 official languages in the 

EU alone, plus regional languages. 

 

Travel to European countries 

with different languages is 

generally quite fast and afford-

able, and all EU citizens can freely 

enter, reside, study and work in 

any EU country. Many Europeans 

also travel around the world for 

business or pleasure. 

 

Fairly high quality ELT in fairly 

favourable conditions is possible 

in most basic education and 

other education in Europe. 

Mexico only. 

 

 

 

Spanish is the national language 

(and about 5% of the population 

speak an indigenous language).   

 

Except for Mexicans in US border 

states, international travel is 

generally too time-consuming 

and expensive for most, but a 

growing minority does travel for 

business or pleasure, and some 

study or work in another country, 

which requires a visa or permit. 

 

Only low quality ELT in not very 

favourable conditions is possible 

or available in much basic educa-

tion and other education in Mexico. 

All of Latin America. 

 

Spanish is the/a national language 

of 18 countries and Portuguese of 

Brazil (and an indigenous language 

is spoken by some of the popula-

tion, 30% in Bolivia). 

 

International travel is generally too 

time-consuming and expensive 

for most people, especially travel 

outside Latin America, but a 

growing minority does travel for 

business or pleasure, and some 

study or work in another country, 

which requires a visa or permit. 

 

Only low quality ELT in not very 

favourable conditions is possible 

in most basic education and 

other education in Latin America. 

 



Table 2: Aims of the frameworks and the programme 

CEF (actual framework) PRONI (national programme) CLAFET (postulated framework) 

To provide a common basis for 

the elaboration of language 

syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, 

examinations, textbooks, etc., 

across Europe, for preschool, for 

adult evening classes, and for the 

other scenarios in between. 

 

 

To promote European mobility, 

mutual understanding and 

cooperation, and overcome 

prejudice and discrimination. 

 

To ensure, as far as possible, that 

all Europeans can learn the 

foreign language or languages 

they need or want, including 

English, for effective communi-

cation, especially to deal with the 

business of everyday life and 

exchange information, ideas, 

thoughts and feelings with 

people who speak a different 

language, and to achieve a wider 

and deeper understanding of the 

ways of life and forms of thought 

of other peoples and of their 

cultural heritage. 

To provide syllabuses and guide-

lines for ELT in all Mexican public 

basic education from last year of 

preschool (taking advantage of 

the fact that young children “are 

known to have plasticity and 

understanding in the learning of 

languages”) to last year of lower 

secondary school (10 years in all). 

 

To ensure that students leave 

lower secondary school “with the 

necessary multilingual and multi-

cultural competencies to face the 

communicative challenges of a 

globalized world successfully”.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE: 11 years after the launch 

of PRONI in 2009, most public 

upper secondary schools still 

start ELT from beginner level as if 

the 10 years of PRONI didn’t exist. 

To provide a common basis for 

Latin American EFL syllabuses, 

materials, etc., in public education, 

taking into account national 

languages (Spanish or Portuguese) 

and the most common needs 

(study, work, etc., not residence in 

an English-speaking country) of 

Latin American learners of English. 

 

To ensure, as far as possible, that 

all Latin Americans training for or 

working in a profession or skilled 

job requiring English (perhaps some 

25% of the adult population) 

know English for their studies, 

work, and professional develop-

ment, and can develop other 

domains of communication in 

English if needed or wanted. 

 

To ensure, as far as possible, that 

all school students have several 

years of fairly good quality ELT in 

fairly favourable conditions, pre-

ferably starting in late childhood 

or early adolescence, as a basis for 

more intensive ELT prior to and 

beginning higher education or 

occupational training. 

 

Observations on Table 1: 

The ELT contexts of PRONI are very similar to those of CLAFET and very different from the CEF. Of 

course, Mexico is a bit different from the rest of Latin America in that it has a very long border with the 

USA, English-speaking and the most powerful country in the world. However, Mexico City is 1,200 kms 

from Houston and 2,500 kms from Los Angeles, and Spanish is widely spoken on the US side of the 

border and beyond, so Spanish-English bilingualism isn’t needed by most Mexicans. By comparison, 

Paris (French) is 340 kms from London (English), 360 kms from Frankfurt (German), 430 kms from 



Amsterdam (Dutch), 640 kms from Milan (Italian), and 790 kms from Madrid (Spanish), so L1-English 

bilingualism (and plurilingualism when possible) is much more important in Europe than in Mexico or 

the rest of Latin America. Add to that the fact that European countries are much wealthier per capita 

than Latin American countries, so they have more to spend on ELT in basic education, and individuals 

have more to spend on travel, vacationing and study in other countries. It would be expected, therefore, 

that the aims and contents of PRONI would be much more in line with CLAFET than with the CEF. 

 

Observations on Table 2: 

In spite of the above observations, the aims and scope of PRONI are actually more similar to the CEF 

than to CLAFET, though they also differ from the CEF in some ways. 

Both the CEF and PRONI aim at universal foreign language learning (the CEF at widespread 

plurilingualism, PRONI at L1-English bilingualism only) in their zones, while CLAFET aims at L1-English 

bilingualism for all Latin Americans who really need English (perhaps around 25% of adults in most 

countries) but for most others just a good introduction to English at school that could be a springboard 

for later learning of English if needed or wanted. The much more limited and targeted approach of 

CLAFET is based on two perceptions: First, most Latin Americans (perhaps around 75%) don’t and won’t 

really need English, and, second, the capacity of Latin American countries to provide good quality ELT 

in fairly favourable conditions (the only really worthwhile ELT) is very limited; therefore, CLAFET aims 

at the necessary and possible (ensuring most people who really need English learn it well) and not at 

the unnecessary and impossible (trying to ensure that everyone learns English well, though most don’t 

need it and only poor quality ELT can be provided to most). 

The CEF aims mainly at full general bilingualism, that is, a second language for daily life in another 

European country, for multicultural communication and understanding in Europe, and for lingua franca 

communication for any purposes in Europe and beyond (mainly English). PRONI is roughly on that same 

wavelength but with slightly different tuning: English as the lingua franca in a multilingual, multicultural, 

globalized world in which all Mexicans, through English, will “face the communicative challenges ….. 

successfully”. CLAFET, as noted above, is much more limited and targeted. It assumes that for the 

foreseeable future the vast majority of Latin Americans will continue to be monolingual users of Spanish 

or Portuguese, which (especially Spanish, and supported by technology) serve them for a lot of 

international communication, that only a minority really need English, and that most of that minority 

don’t need English for daily life in another country but for use in their own country. CLAFET considers 

that most really need English mainly for higher education and occupational training, then for 

professional or skilled work, and for continual professional development. That suggests less full and 

general bilingualism than the CEF and PRONI aim at, a bilingualism more targeted towards study, work, 

professional development, and associated activities, and perhaps focused heavily, for example, on ESP 

reading (as suggested above for higher education English courses) or on routine exchanges in a specific 

context, such as an airport information desk.    

The CEF has been applied in Europe to all modes of ELT (and other foreign language teaching): basic 

education, higher education, language centres, and so on. In order to better achieve the aim of universal 

bilingualism or multilingualism, ELT in Europe has increasingly been taken down into early primary 

school, but even countries with notably high success in school ELT have not gone down to first year 



primary or below (e.g. the Netherlands starts ELT at age 10), which PRONI has (starting in last year of 

preschool, age 5-6). CLAFET, in contrast, doesn’t aim at universal bilingualism, and suggests late 

childhood or early adolescence as the starting point, which could be the last year or years of primary 

school or the first year of lower secondary school. At the other end of basic education, PRONI stops at 

the end of lower secondary school, pouring students down into beginner English courses in most public 

upper secondary schools, while CLAFET, like the CEF, considers ELT beyond that and outside basic 

education, especially ELT focused on higher studies, work, and professional development. That could 

cover ELT in upper secondary schools, in higher education and higher level vocational training, in 

language centres, and in companies. 

Finally, note that CLAFET mentions EFL syllabuses, materials, etc., that take into account national 

languages (Spanish or Portuguese) and the most common needs of Latin American learners of English 

(study and work, more than everyday life in an English-speaking country). The attention to needs has 

already been discussed in these observations, but the dominant tongues in Latin America is another 

consideration, which PRONi doesn’t appear to take into account, and the CEF can’t because of the  

range of different languages in the EU: ELT for native speakers of Portuguese and of Spanish can be 

generally the same, though it must deal with different pronunciation and some other issues, but ELT 

for native speakers of Spanish/Portuguese, German, Polish, Hungarian, Greek, etc., as in the EU, should 

be more differentiated, not to mention ELT for native speakers of Russian, Arabic, Thai, Mandarin 

Chinese, Japanese and so on, to which the CEF is also applied. 

Using essentially the same syllabuses and textbooks with students with very different mother tongues, 

with very different needs, in very different countries and regions goes against the strong theoretical 

tide of context-aware and learner-centred ELT. The CEF can usefully be referred to all around the world, 

but considerable adaptation is needed for effective ELT in many contexts. CLAFET is a hypothetical 

framework for Latin America, or a blueprint for a framework, which itself would need further 

adaptation or definition for the different contexts within Latin America. 

 

TO BE CONTINUED IN APRIL. 
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