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The first university Licenciaturas in ELT in Mexico (and probably the rest of Latin America) started in the 

1980s, over 30 years ago. They were generally modelled on existing licenciaturas in social sciences and 

humanities, following university guidelines, with elements based on Normal Superior specializations in 

ELT and on shorter ELT training courses like those of RSA/Cambridge at that time. A lot has changed in 

ELT since then, both globally and in Mexico and Latin America, and many licenciaturas in ELT have not 

changed accordingly. In this article I’ll focus on a specific component of licenciaturas in ELT – explicit 

attention to actual classroom teaching. Currently, this doesn’t start until the third or fourth (last) year 

in most lcenciaturas in ELT, with components like “Class observation” and “Teaching practice”. 

For most students, licenciaturas in ELT are pre-service programmes: the students have never taught 

English, and most won’t until the last of four years, or even after graduating. However, they’ve had a 

lot of experience of ELT – at school. As students entering a licenciatura in ELT, they’re products of 

Mexican school English teaching. That’s where I’m going to begin here, and then I’ll continue with three 

other focuses on actual ELT possible in most licenciaturas. The four I’ll consider are: 

1 The students’ experience of ELT while at school, especially just before entering the licenciatura. 

2 The English courses in the licenciatura, usually starting between A2 and B1 level. 

3 The observation of ELT in the licenciatura, through video and in live classes.  

4 The teaching component that’s normal during the last semester or two of a licenciatura. 

Apart from those four focuses on actual ELT (with the licenciatura students as receivers, observers and 

doers of the teaching), there’s usually also simulated teaching (peer-teaching, micro-teaching), which 

is useful but isn’t the real thing, lacking the reality of real students in real time and over time. 

 

1 Focusing on the students’ experience of ELT while at school  

Most students now entering a licenciatura in ELT in Mexico (and probably most of Latin America) have 

between A2 and B1 level English. Less is accepted in a few universities (where Inglés I in the Licenciatura 

programme is a false beginner course), and more is required in a few, but A2 or B1 are the entry levels 

in most. That’s where most young Mexicans who want to be English teachers are after between 6 and 

12 years of school ELT, some with extra classes outside school. It’s not where they should be after all 

those years of English classes, and it begs questions about school ELT, but A2 or B1 is something, and 

it’s worth asking how they got there. 

However, those questions – why not a higher level after so many years, and what actually got them to 

A2 or B1 level? – are not formally asked at the beginning of most licenciaturas in ELT. I´m suggesting 

here that they should be, in the very first semester of the licenciatura. There are two places where that 

could be done – in the first English language course (Inglés I, especially if it’s at B1+ level), or in a course 

called something like ‘Introduction to ELT’. In either case, the exploration of the students’ experience 

of ELT as school students prior to entering the licenciatura could start with a questionnaire. It could 

include questions about the extent, contexts and conditions of their English classes at school (and 

outside school where that applies), e.g. 



- When did you start studying English – in pre-school, primary or secondary? 

- In each type of school, how large were the groups – under 20, 21-30, 31-40, 41-50, over 50? 

- In each school, did all, some or none of the teachers make English the main classroom language? 

- Did you study English outside the school? If so, were the classes notably more effective than at school? 

- Where you went to school and lived, do many people speak English or very few? 

Discussion of the students’ answers to the questionnaire, in groups and in the whole class, should raise 

general awareness of some of the issues in actual ELT, and what tends to produce better results. 

The next step could be to ask students to recall the best English courses and teachers they had, and 

reflect on why they were better than the other courses and teachers. The emphasis could be on the 

English classes they had immediately before entering the licenciatura (upper secondary), but if courses 

and teachers before that stand out in their memory, they should also be mentioned. This could be left 

as homework so that students have time to recall and reflect, with the reports presented from notes in 

the next class, first in groups and then some in the whole class. There could be a further step: getting 

students to recall one of the very best classes (i.e. lessons) or sequence of classes they had while at 

school (either in school or in a language centre) and describe it in as much detail as they can. Again this 

could be left for homework, with presentations given in the next class, in groups and in the whole class. 

For all this work on the students’ experience of ELT prior to entering the licenciatura, it’s important to 

remember two key things, and it may be useful to point them out to the students. First, the students 

are just beginning the licenciatura and are quite uninformed about what might, in general, be ‘good’ or 

‘bad’ in English language teaching in the classroom; by the end of the licenciatura they should be much 

better informed. Second, their ideas about what might be appropriate and inappropriate in different 

contexts – e.g. in a group of twenty 10-11 year old children versus a group of forty 15-17 year old 

teenagers beginning English again for the second or third time in upper secondary school – are also 

quite uninformed; this should also change by the end of the licenciatura. 

 

2 Focusing on the English courses in the licenciatura 

How to focus on the actual ELT in the English courses most students receive during a licenciatura will 

depend on the nature of those courses, especially whether they start at A1 (false beginner) level, A2, 

B1 or above. In any case, the English courses in a licenciatura in ELT should obviously be a model of high 

quality ELT, which means very careful course design and selection of course teachers. 

Whatever the level of the first course, all courses should be designed specifically for young adult Latin 

Americans (native speakers of Portuguese or Spanish) who have had many years of English classes prior 

to entering the licenciatura. The group size should be taken into account, with between 20 and 30 

probably most appropriate, given that it’s in the range of what most graduates are likely to teach (some 

perhaps will teach groups of under 20 in private institutions, but many with groups of 30 or above). If 

the licenciatura courses start at false beginner or little above, that should be given great consideration 

in the course design: young adults still at such a low level after 6 or more years of English classes are 

likely to have uncertain motivation and expectations and they need English classes that are distinctly 

different from (and better than) those they had at school. 

To exploit the new experience of actual ELT (the courses in the licenciatura, after many years of school 

ELT), I suggest the following: 



1 Give the new licenciatura in ELT students a semester of English course without comment or analysis. 

2 At the end of the semester have one or more sessions (within the English course or in ‘Introduction 

to ELT’) focusing on that semester of English course, looking at what the teacher and students did in 

it, what the students liked and didn’t like, comparing it to their previous English courses,  etc. 

3 Have short sessions of analysis at the end of every month of the English course from then on. 

Those sessions should raise the licenciatura students’ awareness of what tends to work and what 

doesn’t, at least for students like themselves, from the points of view of themselves as individual 

students, the group in general, and the teacher. 

 

3 The observation of ELT in the licenciatura  

Most, if not all, licenciaturas in ELT in Mexico include observation of actual teaching in their 

programmes, often not much, if any, until the third or fourth year. They generally use videos of actual 

classroom teaching, and have licenciatura students observe live classes. 

Videos have the advantage of being able to go into ELT contexts the university itself doesn’t have (e.g. 

children and teenagers). It also has the advantage of allowing replays to examine specific bits of 

teaching in detail. I suspect that most licenciaturas in ELT have a very limited stock of videos and should 

try to expand and diversify it, covering the main contexts in which graduates are likely to teach.  

Live observation has the advantage of ‘the real, full experience’ (not fixed camera angles and editing as 

in videos). However, it may be limited to the university’s classes for adults and not include ELT for 

children and teenagers, which most graduates may eventually teach. That can be remedied if the 

university has a language centre with classes for children and teenagers, or by making arrangements 

with schools. The live observation that students do, individually or in pairs (with strict instructions not 

to talk during class observations), can be done with different observation forms and can be reported 

and discussed in a ‘Class observation’ course, or in methodology-related courses. 

 

3 Teaching practice  

In most licenciaturas in ELT in Mexico, actual teaching practice with groups of real students comes in 

the last year, as is logical. However, it takes different forms in different licenciaturas, from extensive 

and partly supervised teaching to very little individual teaching at all and no feedback. One plan is 

described as follows: 

At the Universidad de Quintana Roo (UQROO) in Chetumal, Mexico, students in the course  

Práctica  Docente  II  (Teaching  Practice  II),  have  the  unique opportunity  to  be  ‘immersed’  

in  a  classroom  as  part  of  their  teaching practice.  …each  student  works  with  one  teacher  

trainer  in  her  classroom  for eight  hours  over  the  course  of  four  days,  first  observing,  

then  assisting, and  ultimately  teaching  part,  or  even  all,  of  a  lesson.   (Mackler 2008) 

Ten years ago that may have been progressive, but today it should be considered close to the 

acceptable minimum. Most universities should be able to place students as assistant teachers with solid 

university English teachers for a whole semester, or even two semesters with different teachers. They 

can also be placed with experienced graduates of the licenciatura working in schools and other 
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institutions. At least some Mexican universities have, in fact, been doing something on those lines for 

a long time now, even if it’s not specified in their current curriculum. 

 

Conclusion: Licenciaturas in ELT, and their focus on actual ELT  

I confess that I haven’t surveyed all licenciaturas in ELT in Mexico for their focuses on actual ELT with 

groups of real students in the four ways I’ve considered: recall of and reflection on school ELT, focus on 

Licenciatura English courses, observation of ELT (preferably in a range of contexts, through video and 

live), and teaching practice. However, I have the strong impression that few, if any, use the first two 

focuses, and that some use observation and teaching practice in a limited and weakly organized way. 

Where that assessment applies, change is urgently needed, and even where it doesn’t apply, or not 

fully, improvement may be possible. 

New licenciatura in ELT students are the product of school ELT, and many of them will become English 

teachers in schools, whether pre-school, primary, lower secondary or upper secondary. Strong evidence 

suggests that current results of school ELT in Mexico and most of Latin America are generally extremely 

poor: see A review of two surveys of ELT in Latin America in the ELT in Latin America section of the 

ELTinLA Library, and, assuming you’re engaged in some way with a university (or normal superior) 

licenciatura in ELT, check the level of English of students entering your licenciatura in ELT, and of those 

entering other licenciaturas and specializations. The circle of students coming from schools to be 

students in licenciaturas in ELT and, after four years, returning to schools as English teachers can be 

largely virtuous or vicious, or something in between. By spreading the focus on actual ELT with groups 

of real students across the whole four years, and by focusing on the students’ own experience of ELT, 

at school and then in the licenciatura, the circle could become distinctly more virtuous. 
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COULD SUCH A CIRCLE OF FOCUS ON 
ACTUAL ELT IN LICENCIATURAS IN ELT – 

FROM STUDY OF ENGLISH AT SCHOOL TO 
TEACHING ENGLISH IN A SCHOOL – HELP 

IMPROVE ELT IN BASIC EDUCATION? 


