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In some countries English at B1+ level is taken for granted in students entering higher education. In 

Mexico and other Latin American countries, however, even prestigious private universities receive 10%, 

15%, 20% or more of their new students with little or no English, and in other private universities and 

almost all public institutions of higher education (IHEs) from around 50% to over 90% of the new 

students enter with little or no English. That’s in spite of up to 12 years of English classes at school. 

Most IHEs in Mexico have responded to this situation by requiring undergraduates to take compulsory 

English courses, but generally only up to A2 level. Most students entering IHEs, often almost all, are 

placed at beginner level in these courses, and have to study all the general English they covered at 

school again, for the third or fourth time. In most IHEs this approach has worked very poorly, with many, 

and often most, students graduating still with little English. Some reasons for this general failure are 

fairly obvious; for example, the groups in the compulsory English courses generally range from 40 

students up to 60 or more (I won’t name the specific university I know that has groups of 80 students). 

There are clearly better ways to manage ELT in higher education than that. 

There are, of course, IHEs in Mexico that receive most of their students with substantial English, like 

the prestigious private universities mentioned in the first paragraph above, and even some public ones 

like the Colegio de México. There are also a few that do notably better than most at getting their 

students from beginner or low elementary level up to a certified intermediate level by the time they 

graduate. The focus of this article is on the majority of IHEs in Mexico and other Latin American 

countries, most of whose new students enter with little or no English. 

 

Evaluation, and back to the drawing board 

In the first article in this series, I presented a 6-step approach to ELT management, and I’ll apply some 

of it now to ELT in Mexican and other Latin American IHEs. Since almost all already have ELT operations, 

the first thing to do is to evaluate that current ELT and its results, which is actually Step 6: Evaluation of 

the ELT operation. 

My assessment of ELT in most Mexican IHEs, based on observation, information and comments from 

ELT staff, and published studies, is that most students enter with little or no English, and many, if not 

most, graduate still with little English, even after compulsory English courses. Some IHEs achieve better 

results, particularly in university language centres, where students can take classes voluntarily and up 

to higher levels, but my general assessment suggests that something is radically wrong with the 

compulsory ELT in most Mexican IHEs, and it calls for radical change, based on a return to Step 1. 

 

Step 1: Researching and analysing the context of the ELT operation 

The full specification of this step in Part 1 of this series of articles is: Researching and analysing the 

context of the proposed ELT enterprise (with the target students at its heart) and the resources available, 



and establishing objectives. In this case, an ELT operation (compulsory, or common core, English courses 

for undergraduates) is already running in most IHEs, but generally failing. A significant investment is 

being made in these courses, but most students graduate still with little English. The ELT operation 

needs to be radically changed, or replaced with something quite different and much more effective. 

One factor that may contribute to the failure was mentioned above: large groups, sometimes with 50, 

60 or more students. The IHEs appear to be making a gesture towards “the importance of English in 

today’s world”, but a largely empty gesture, with a largely wasted investment. Another factor might be 

the repetition of essentially the same general English syllabuses as in lower and upper secondary school 

(not very motivating for the students), and there must be more factors. An analysis of the context, with 

particular attention to the students, should suggest better ways to achieve what the IHEs would like, 

which is to have most, if not all, students graduate with a functional level in English (B1+, say, which is 

a good springboard for autonomous learning through actual use of English). 

Here are some typical aspects of the ELT context in Latin American IHEs: 

A ELT in IHEs is preceded by 6 to 12 or more years of ELT in school education that leaves most students 

still at beginner level (in some cases, courses from pre-school to upper secondary school). 

B The impact of that failure on students entering an IHE may include a dislike of English as a subject of 

study, low expectations of ever learning English, and poor motivation for the IHE English courses. 

C IHE students are all among the segment of the general population of the country that’s most likely 

to need English (especially for professional study, work, and continuous up-dating and development). 

D IHE students are grouped by areas of study such as health sciences, business studies, engineering, 

and hospitality and tourism. 

E IHE English courses have professionally trained and coordinated teachers (most public universities in 

Mexico have degrees in ELT and the teachers of their compulsory English courses are graduates). 

F Other ELT staff in IHEs have high levels of professional development, especially in universities, 

including MAs and PhDs in ELT or related areas. 

I invite you to think about the above points in relation to your IHE and/or others that you know about, 

considering the possible implications for the ELT that should be offered to undergraduates in future. 

Whatever those course are to be, they should take into account the resources available and the 

objectives of the courses. The resources start with E and F above, human resources. Is the current ELT 

staff adequate and adequately organized or does it need to be improved? If so, that may mean extra 

cost, as might other aspects of resources, like classroom space/time, materials and aids. The resources 

an IHE has and would like for ELT eventually comes down largely to cost: can the current budget for ELT 

be better deployed, and can it even be increased as an investment in notably better ELT results? 

The objectives of the courses might be essentially the same as at present (though, at present, they’re 

presumably not being achieved), e.g. to get all students to a certain level in English by the time they 

graduate, e.g. A2+ or B1+. However, they might also include objectives related to points A-D above: to 

motivate students after their generally bad school experiences of ELT, to provide students with the 

English they’re most likely to need (for higher studies, professional work and continuous development). 

All that takes us to the next step in ELT management, as presented in the first article in this series. 



Step 2: Developing a plan for the ELT operation 

It’s impossible, of course, to develop a specific plan without a specific IHE context and some key 

decisions on objectives, resources and budget. However, considering points A-F above, the general 

approach, within the allotted budget, should try to: 

 Make beginner and elementary English courses notably different from those students had at school. 

Students should not feel that they’re virtually repeating what they studied (and failed to learn) at 

school, but that English is now more necessary or potentially useful for their professional studies and 

future lives, and that the IHE teachers are making the courses not only different but better for them. 

 From the start, incorporate a strong element of EAP in the courses, and where possible actual ESP. 

This in itself (in contrast to EGP –  ‘English for no particular purpose’) will make the courses different 

from school English courses, and better for the students, i.e. more appropriate for their professional 

studies and future working lives (Davies 2008). 

 Ensure reasonably good conditions for the English courses in terms of real class time, teaching-

learning materials and aids, maximum group size, etc. English courses with few real classroom hours, 

without modern materials and aids, and in very large groups generally achieve very poor results, and 

are a largely wasted investment. They convey to students the IHE’s lack of real seriousness about the 

teaching and learning of English, with a negative impact on students’ attitudes. 

There are different ways in which English courses for undergraduate students can be planned and 

offered in an IHE, but they should all take the above points into account and relate to the objectives of 

teaching English and any requirement that students reach a certain level in English to graduate. The 

general objective is, presumably, to enable students and graduates to be the best professionals they 

can be in the modern world. Any minimum target level set within an IHE should be realistic (otherwise 

few students will graduate simply because they haven’t reached the level of English required), and 

should vary from degree programme to degree programme, e.g. higher for Tourism and Hospitality, 

International Trade, International Relations, etc., and lower for Accountancy, Architecture, Social Work, 

etc. The level required for students in the latter category to graduate might be just A2 at first (as it is 

now in many IHEs in Mexico), but it can be raised if more and more students begin to enter higher 

education with better English than now (see Part 2 of this series of articles, Davies 2019). 

Here are some of the ways in which English courses can be offered to undergraduates, taking into 

account the general considerations above: 

 Curricular English courses within a degree programme, e.g. Tourism and Hospitality, International 

Trade or International Relations. Here, English is considered an essential component of training in 

the professional field. A great advantage is that the ELT can and should be partly ESP, which, apart 

from serving the students better than EGP, can be motivating and interesting for students still at or 

near beginner level, and also for those with a higher level of general English but unfamiliar with 

vocabulary and texts of the professional field. The target level for such degree-related English courses 

should be at least B1+, and B2+ if possible. 

 Common core English courses within a faculty or school, e.g. Business and Economics, Engineering 

or Health Sciences. Here, English is considered useful for all students in the faculty or school but not 

so essential as to justify the cost of ESP for each separate degree programme. The ELT can and should 



be partly EAP, leaning towards the professional fields within the faculty or school. The target level for 

such English courses should be at least B1+, but budget limitations or IHE policy may set it at A2+ only. 

 Optional English courses in the IHE Language Centre. This option is possible only where an IHE 

actually has a language centre, and the courses are likely to be EGP only where the general public is 

admitted as well as IHE students and staff. This option has several advantages: 

- placement of students by level (as opposed to Inglés I, II, etc., for all students in semester I, II, etc.) 

- probably better conditions and context (smaller groups, courses at genuine B1 and B2 levels, 

teachers working as a team, language centre atmosphere, etc.) 

- probably greater student motivation (voluntary study, and the points immediately above) 

This option needs to be combined with strict application of the requirement of a certified level of 

English for graduation, of course, with students deciding how to reach that level if they don’t already 

have it (with this IHE language centre option probably their best option). 

 Common core English courses for all undergraduates in the IHE, irrespective of their degree 

programme. The courses should be at least partly EAP. 

The last option above may be the ‘cheapest and simplest’ one for many IHEs, but it’s unlikely to be the 

best one. In fact, many IHEs in Mexico currently have something like it, but spoilt by being EGP, not 

EAP, thus virtually repeating what students had at school, and not motivating or serving them well. 

The different options above can be combined within an IHE, of course, e.g. with curricular ESP where 

English is an essential component of a degree program, and common core EAP where it isn’t. ESP can 

also be provided in a self-access centre or online to complement common core EAP in classroom 

courses (Amador et al 2018, Hernández 2019). 

 

Next steps, and summing up 

Steps 3, 4 and 5 in the first article in this series are:  Finding and organising the requirements and 

resources for implementing the plan, Promoting and launching the ELT enterprise, and On-going 

organisation and coordination of the ELT operation. They’re all important in ELT in an IHE, including the 

promotion of the new or radically modified courses and complementary resources, and the orientation 

of students about them. Each step involves a host of details, as any of you who’ve worked on ELT in an 

IHE will know. For example, the last step (which is really an on-going stage) includes work that’s “partly 

routine and cyclical (periods/dates for promotion, timetabling, enrolment, course starts/tests/results, 

proficiency tests, teacher workshops, etc.), and partly reactional, trouble-shooting and developmental 

(dealing with teacher substitutions, students’ complaints, staff problems-firing-hiring, on-going teacher 

development, change of textbooks, etc.)”. 

And that, after some years of the new ELT set-up, leads back to Step 6, Evaluation of the ELT operation, 

which might lead [again] to modifications, or even to radical change. Hopefully, it will in fact lead only 

to minor adjustments. However, even if the IHE ELT operation seems to be working well, the world 

around it is continually changing, and one day one of those changes should include a significant 

improvement in the results of school ELT. That particular outside change would call for a radical 

modification of ELT within IHEs. They, especially universities with ELT degree programmes, could – and, 

I believe, should – contribute to that outside change by promoting and sponsoring much more research 

into school ELT and experimentation with better options than at present. That could be enormously 



positive for school ELT, and for IHE ELT, shifting it up to where it should be, A2-B2 level, mostly EAP and 

ESP, instead of the A0-A2/B1 EGP that most IHEs offer at present. 
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