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The Latin American ELT scene 

In most, perhaps all, Latin American countries, there are five main settings where teachers teach and 

students study English: 

A ‘Regular’ primary and secondary schools (almost all public schools and many private ones)  

B Bilingual primary and secondary schools and others with ‘high quality ELT’ (virtually all private) 

C Curricular English courses in institutions of higher education (common core, etc.) 

D Language centres with English courses (some within institutions, many for the general public)  

E Private classes and specially provided classes (e.g. for companies) 

The English language learning results in those different settings vary greatly, but are generally quite 

unsatisfactory for the needs and aspirations of people and nations. There are no very reliable estimates 

of the percentages of the population that can communicate effectively in English in different Latin 

American countries, but the best estimates available suggest that they range between 5% and 15%, 

with Argentina possibly at around 20%. One estimate for Mexico is 11.6% (Mitofsky 2013), which is 

probably a bit higher now. That compares with 22% for Spain, 27% for Portugal, 39% for France, 56% 

for Germany and 86% for Sweden according to fairly reliable estimates (Eurobarometer 2012). 

By far the largest ELT operations in Latin America (and elsewhere) are in A, mainly public schools, which 

account for some 90% of all schools. In Mexico, almost all young people who complete upper secondary 

school now have had at least 6 years of English, and some, even in public schools, have had 12 years, 

starting in the first year of primary. Even with all those years of English, few students in regular schools 

(A above, including ‘regular’ private schools) learn much English. In contrast, most students in bilingual 

schools and schools with ‘high quality ELT’ (B above, representing perhaps 4 or 5% of the total school 

population) learn English quite well, many getting to B1+ level and some to B2+. Overall, however, 

according to Mexicanos Primero (2015), only 8% of school students reach A2+ level, and only 3% B1+. 

The poor results of school ELT in Mexico (and most of Latin America) are reflected in the curricular 

English courses many institutions of higher education have for students in undergraduate degree 

programmes (C above): most students entering higher education go back into beginner or low 

elementary English courses. School ELT results are also reflected in the small percentage of adult 

Mexicans with functional English mentioned above, around 12% in Mexico. Where does that 12% or so 

learn English up to, say, B1+ level? In terms of numbers, probably mostly in B and D above, along with 

some from C and E – and returnee emigrants from the USA must contribute also. 

ELT centres (D above) are very important for Mexico and Mexicans, then, as for other Latin American 

countries and Latin Americans. That importance can be summed up in a question: Where would English 

in Mexico, and the rest of Latin America, be without ELT centres? I can’t give a firm figure for the student 

population in ELT centre courses (or foreign language centres with English courses), but I’d guess it’s 

around one million for the whole of Mexico. That would be at any given time, and if a million students 

go through all the ELT centres in Mexico every 2 or 3 years, that would mean around 4 million new 

functional English speakers every 10 years. Of course, it doesn’t work quite like that (a lot of students 



drop out and don’t complete many courses), but it gives an idea of the important current role of ELT 

centres in the Mexican, and Latin America, ELT scene. 

 

Teaching and learning English at school versus in an ELT centre  

ELT in schools doesn’t have to be the general failure it is currently in most of Latin America. The Latin 

American schools in B above demonstrate that, and in Scandinavia and other parts of Europe almost all 

children get to or beyond B1 level in regular public schools. How is that possible? Well, for a start, 

almost all the staff in Scandinavian schools and almost all the parents speak English, so of course the 

children are going to also (like in Mexican bilingual schools). And the English teachers have C1+ level 

English, the groups are usually well under 30 students, and so on. Success in ELT comes largely from a 

context of positive examples, positive expectations and positive conditions. 

Compare that with most Latin American schools in A above. Few, if any, members of staff apart from 

the English teachers speak English (not even most school principals) and only the occasional parent; 

many English teachers barely have B1 level English, very few C1+; and the groups usually have 30+ 

students, often 40+, and sometimes 50+. The general failure of ELT is largely a consequence of negative 

examples, negative expectations and negative conditions – and, let’s face it, also the fact that most 

Latin Americans simply don’t need English (though some 20-30%, or perhaps more, do need it or could 

find it useful). While most schools continue with such contexts for English language learning, the results 

will continue to be poor, contributing very little to the percentage of adults who speak English, and 

requiring beginner’s courses in higher education. 

Other, better options than regular school ELT will continue to be sought by those who really need or 

want to learn English, and ELT centres will continue to be the main supply for that demand. The fact is 

that ELT centres are generally much more effective than school and other curricular ELT. Here’s a list of 

some of the main reasons why: 

 Almost all students in ELT centres take classes voluntarily because they like, want or need English. 

That translates into positive individual motivation (the generally recognised main key to success in 

foreign language learning) and positive group atmosphere. School ELT may also have those positive 

factors or some teachers create them, but there are almost always some, often many and sometimes 

a majority of students who don’t like or want English or feel they need it for their life and ambitions. 

 Most ELT centres employ only teachers with a high level of English and, nowadays, with solid ELT 

training. Also, if they’re commercial or self-financing enterprises (as opposed, for example, to some 

subsidised university language centres), they quickly get rid of any teachers they find unsatisfactory 

or that students complain about. None of that is the case in most regular schools. 

 Most ELT centres have systems and norms for placement of students by level, for maximum group 

size (rarely over 25 nowadays and often under 15) and for certification (using international proficiency 

tests). None of that is the case in most regular schools. 

 All the time, beginner and elementary students in most ELT centres see more advanced learners 

around them, often speaking English outside class with teachers and among themselves. They see and 

hear the good results of the centre’s ELT. In most regular schools the younger students see very little 

or none of that, but rather older students, including siblings, struggling unhappily with the same 

beginner and elementary English year after year, educational cycle after educational cycle. 



All the above (and often things like decoration with English language posters, a library of graded 

readers, a conversation club, events such as talks and sketches acted by teachers and higher level 

students) make most ELT centres much more successful than most schools (except bilingual ones, and 

those with ‘high quality’ ELT). Supply-demand ELT (for those who really like, want or need English) can 

generally be much more effective than compulsory-universal ELT (for everyone within ‘the system’). 

The same is true for supply-demand vs. compulsory-universal music training, sports training, advanced 

computer training, etc. Every nation, every society, wants a lot of people (10, 20, 30%…?) who can play 

musical instruments, play sports and use computers at a high level, but not the whole population, and 

a supply-demand approach to training is much better than a compulsory-universal one. People with 

proficiency in Mandarin Chinese and AI management may soon be urgently needed, but should they be 

compulsory school subjects? 

I’ve previously proposed 3 or 4 years of compulsory-universal ELT in schools (in the last 3 years of 

primary and first year of secondary, say) and, after that, free supply-demand ELT in language centres 

(Davies 2009). The courses in centres could be open to everyone between the age of, say, 13 and 19 or 

20, but completely optional. It could be provided through free afternoon-evening courses in public 

schools (perhaps the only possibility in rural areas and small urban centres) and/or government 

language centres (which could offer other languages apart from English) in larger cities, and through 

government vouchers for courses in university, cultural foundation and commercial ELT centres. A 

decade after making that outside-the-box proposal, I still see it as a potentially better alternative to the 

12+ years of compulsory-universal ELT (from primary to the end of upper secondary) that some Latin 

American countries started implementing years ago (at great and continuing cost, and with very 

disappointing results so far) and other countries are considering. 

 

Summing up and concluding  

So, do I see ELT centres not only as currently very important but also as the best solution to Latin 

American problems with English (too few English speakers, general failure of ELT in schools, etc.)? No, 

not alone. Bilingual schools and schools ‘high quality’ ELT will obviously continue for children in well-

off families, and more may be created, perhaps including some public schools in areas where English is 

important (e.g. big business centres, international tourist centres): they produce a significant number 

of the people who speak English proficiently in Latin America now. And it’s worth investing in three or 

so years of curricular ELT for all students in all schools to give everyone a taste of what trying to learn 

English is like so that they can then decide whether or not to persevere. Obviously, though, the quality 

of those few years of school ELT must improve considerably in most schools to make it worthwhile. ELT 

centres become important, vital even, after all that school English has been provided and many people 

who like, want or need English still can’t speak it, or not adequately. 

At present, there are a lot of those people, and, consequently, there are a lot of ELT centres. In Puebla, 

Mexico, where I live there are at least 12 well-known organizations (including the Universidad 

Autónoma de Puebla, the Anglo Mexican Foundation, the Centro de Lenguas Volkswagen, Berlitz, 

International House, Angloamericano, Harmon Hall, Interlingua and Quick Learning) with over 25 

centres/branches among them, plus many smaller ELT centres. I imagine it’s similar where you live if 

that’s a fairly large city. Currently, ELT centres are definitely a very big part of the alleviation, if not the 

solution for Latin American problems with English. That may not continue indefinitely into the future, 



or it may – perhaps until ELT is history and computer translation and interpretation have taken over. 

Meanwhile, here’s a question about ELT in schools and in language centres: Assuming you’re paid the 

same, would you prefer to teach a group of 40 students in the first year of a regular upper secondary 

school (mixed A1-A2 level, with a few A0 and B1 students) or a group of 20 teenagers in a Course 3 

(A2.1) or 4 (A2.2) or 5 (B1.1) or 6 (B1.2) in an ELT centre? Or even a Course 1 in the ELT centre (A1.1) 

with students looking forward to a course that’s much better than anything they’ve ever had at school? 
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