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Introduction 

English is recognized as the modern-day lingua franca, and like many other countries, Mexico has 

adopted policies to increase the teaching of English in its public schools to enhance its ability to 

compete on the world stage, launching its National English Program, progressively introducing English 

into Mexican public primary schools, in 2009 (Sayer 2015). Mexican students are studying English at 

record rates with the prospect of enjoying increased and better job opportunities in the global 

economy, in private and public sectors. However, there are many questions about the ELT in public 

schools within this context. The study presented in this article is a continuation of research begun at 

the Universidad Autónoma de Tlaxcala, Mexico (Davies & Domínguez 2019). By adding the voices of 

English language teachers in public secondary schools in the State of Guanajuato to those of teachers 

in Tlaxcala, we hope to encourage more research in this area and begin a national conversation to help 

answer many important questions. 

 

Methodology 

Davies and Domínguez developed a questionnaire about public secondary school English language 

teaching in the State of Tlaxcala and gave it to English language teachers working in those schools who 

had graduated from the Universidad Autónoma de Tlaxcala. For the study presented here, 66 English 

language teachers working in public secondary schools in the State of Guanajuato were invited to 

answer the same questionnaire and just 9 of them agreed to participate. These teachers come from 

various public secondary schools throughout the State of Guanajuato, including the capital Guanajuato 

City, Leon, San Miguel de Allende, and rural communities. Their participation was solicited through the 

assistance of current students of our BA in ELT at the Universidad de Guanajuato. Although the teachers 

in the Tlaxcala study were all graduates of one university, the nine participants of this study came from 

different educational backgrounds. Therefore, an additional question about their education and ELT 

backgrounds was added to the questionnaire, which revealed that seven have BAs in education, ELT, or 

applied linguistics and one has a BA in tourism, from a variety of a universities (private and public), and 

lastly one is studying a MA in Applied Linguistics in English Language Teaching at the Universidad de 

Guanajuato.  

As with the Davies and Domínguez study, an effort was made to ensure the validity of responses to the 

questionnaire. Participants were ensured that their responses were to be treated anonymously. They 

were further advised, “The questions refer to ‘your perception’ of factors related to ELT in your school, 

but we need your answers to be as objective and true as possible, so please think carefully about each 

one.” The responses were tallied and reported as the number of respondents selecting each option, as 

in the Davies and Domínguez study, and, in the report and discussion of the results below, there is some 

analysis comparing the Guanajuato results with the Tlaxcala results. 

 



Results and analysis 

Below, each question in the questionnaire is given, followed by the answers selected in terms of the 

number of participants selecting an option, and then there is some discussion of these results and 

comparison with the results in the Tlaxcala study. 

1 Approximately what percentage of students enter your school with some English (from primary 

school, etc.)? 

0% x2    10% x3    20% x1    30% x2    40% x0    50% x0    60% x0    70% x0    80% x0    90% x1    100% x0 

The responses indicate that by far most students enter public secondary schools in the State of 

Guanajuato with little or no English, with 5 of the 9 participants (56%) indicating that 0-10% of students 

have some English when they enter secondary school, another 3 participants (33%) indicating 20-30%, 

and only one participant indicating that most students (90%) have some English. This result closely 

matches the responses in the study done in the State of Tlaxcala, where 20 of 33 participants (61%) 

indicated 0-10% of students with some English, another 6 (18%) indicated 20-30% of students, and 

only 4 indicated more than 50%, the highest being 70% of students. From a broader perspective, 89% 

of the teachers in Guanajuato indicated that fewer than 40% of their students enter secondary school 

with some English and 88% of the teachers in Tlaxcala, almost exact agreement in perception.   

2 Do you have students in your classes who speak English quite well because they have lived in the USA 

or Canada? 

Always x0     Often x0     Sometimes x1     Very occasionally x6     Never x2 

Again, results in Guanajuato are similar to those in Tlaxcala. In Guanajuato, 67% of participants 

indicated that their students’ English-speaking ability is only very occasionally the result of having 

lived in the USA or Canada, and an additional 22% indicated that was never the case. In Tlaxcala, the 

results are perhaps even stronger indicators that this is not a significant contributing factor, with 

45% for ‘very occasionally’ and 48% for ‘never. For ‘very occasionally’ and ‘never’ combined, there 

is again strong agreement in perception, with 89% for Guanajuato and 93% for Tlaxcala. 

3 How would you characterize the motivation for learning English of most 3rd year students in your 

school? 

Very high x0     High x0     Medium x7     Low x1     Very low x1 

Most participants in Guanajuato, 78%, describe their 3rd, or final, year students as having a medium 

level of motivation for learning English. That compares with 48% in Tlaxcala. In Guanajuato, the 

remaining two indicate ‘low’ (1) and ‘very low’ (1), whereas in Tlaxcala 15% of participants indicated 

‘high’ or ‘very high’ and 36% ‘low’ or ‘very low’. So, while ‘medium’ dominated in both states, as it 

very likely would for math and most school subjects, perceptions were rather different overall. 

4 What expectations of leaving school speaking English fairly well do you think most 1st year students have? 

Very low x3     Low x1     Medium x3     High x2     Very high x0 

44% of the Guanajuato participants perceive ‘very low’ or ‘low’ expectations in their 1st year 

students and another 33% ‘medium’ expectations. That is not quite as negative as in Tlaxcala, where 

the answers were 58% for ‘very low’ or ‘low’ and 33% for ‘medium’, but in both cases the teachers 

feel there are few 1st year students with high expectations.  



5 What is student participation in your classes like in general? 

Very good x1     Good x6     So-so x2     Poor x0     Very poor x0  

Despite the somewhat negative responses to the previous questions about motivation at the end of 

secondary school and expectations at the beginning, both the Guanajuato and the Tlaxcala 

participants report a generally good level of participation by students in their English classes, with 

Guanajuato (78% ‘very good’ or ‘good’) better than Tlaxcala (55%, with another 36% for ‘so-so). 

6 Approximately how many effective hours of English class do students receive per year? 

Under 80 x1     81-90 x1     91-100 x2     101-110 x3     111-120 x1     Over 120 x1  

The number of hours of English classes per year were scattered across the spectrum, from under 80 

to over 120 hours, in the Guanajuato teachers’ responses, as was the case in Tlaxcala. However, in 

both Guanajuato and Tlaxcala, just over half of the teachers estimated between 91 and 110 hours, 

56% of teachers in Guanajuato and 58% in Tlaxcala. As noted by Davies and Domínguez, the 

Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP) has set the standard as 90 to 100 hours of classroom study for 

each year (SEP, 2005). 

7 How many students are there in your English classes? 

Under 25 x0     25-30 x2     31-40 x5     41-50 x2     Over 50 x0  

Class size is another area in which the teachers in Guanajuato and Tlaxcala largely concur, with 64% 

of Tlaxcala teachers reporting 31-40 students, very similar to the 56% of Guanajuato participants, 

and no reports of classes of over 50 in either state. 

8 How many English teachers are there in your English school? 

Only you x1     2-3 x5     4-6 x3     Over 6 x0  

Numbers of English teachers in school is again an area where the results are much the same in the 

two states, with most schools having 2-3 English teachers, followed by 4-6, and with just one school 

in each state with only 1. In both states, then, the number of English teachers in a school can vary 

greatly, from only 1 to 6. 

9 If there are 2+ English teachers, how much coordination or collaboration is there among them? 

A lot x1     Some x0     A little x4     Virtually none x4  

For those participants with two or more English teachers in their school, the Tlaxcala participants 

appear to enjoy much more coordination or collaboration than teachers in Guanajuato. While 55% 

of Tlaxcala teachers indicate they have a lot or some, only 11% of Guanajuato teachers do, and while 

only 15% of Tlaxcala teachers indicate they have virtually none, 44% of Guanajuato teachers do. 

10 In your opinion, how appropriate for the students in your school are the English syllabuses and textbooks? 

Not at all appropriate x3     Not very appropriate x5     Fairly appropriate x1     Perfectly appropriate x0 

The appropriateness of the English syllabuses and textbooks is another area of considerable 

coincidence between the Guanajuato and the Tlaxcala participants. Of the Guanajuato teachers, 33% 

find the syllabuses and textbooks to be not at all appropriate and another 56% not very appropriate, 

with only 11% finding them fairly appropriate and 0% perfectly appropriate. That compares with 

43%, 27%, 24% and 6% in Tlaxcala. In both states, a great majority of the teachers – 89% in 

Guanajuato and 70% in Tlaxcala – consider their syllabuses and textbooks inappropriate or not very 

appropriate for their students. 



11 How well supported is your ELT, e.g. school CD player, computer projector, etc.? 

Not at all x4        So-so x4        A lot x1    

Other types of support in schools, such as the provision of CD players, computers and projectors, 

show that teachers in both Guanajuato and Tlaxcala would like to have better access to resources. 

Although 27% of teachers in Tlaxcala indicate they are well supported, this is not the case for 

Guanajuato. In Tlaxcala, 54% of the teachers indicate that their level of such support is so-so, while 

in Guanajuato, 44% also find such support to be so-so.  Another 27% of Tlaxcala teachers claim to 

have no support at all, while in Guanajuato, 44% find no such support exists. 

12 To your knowledge, apart from English teachers, how many members of school staff have b1+ level 

English? 

Over 10 x0     6-10 x0     3-5 x2     1-2 x1     None x6    

The number of non-ELT staff with fairly proficient English appears to be low in both Guanajuato 

and Tlaxcala. The level of English in Guanajuato public secondary schools, apart from English 

teachers, appears to be slightly higher in Tlaxcala than in Guanajuato. In Guanajuato 78% of the 

participants believe there are no more than two with B1+ English, while in Tlaxcala 84% of the 

participants believe that is the case, and 67% and 42% respectively believe there are no non-ELT 

members of staff with B1+ level English in their school. 

13 To your knowledge, how many students in your school have English-speaking parents or relatives? 

Many x0     Some x1     A few x4     Almost none x2     None x2    

Students with English-speaking family members is another area that appears to be very similar in 

Guanajuato and Tlaxcala. 56% of the Guanajuato teachers believe some or a few students in their 

school have English-speaking family members and 44% believe almost none or none do, while the 

corresponding percentages for the Tlaxcala teachers are 67% and 34%. 

14 In your estimation, what percentage of students leave your school after 3 years at A2+ level in English 

(ready to pass the Cambridge A2 Key Test)? 

0-1% x2     2-10% x5     11-20% x1     21-30% x1     31-50% x0     51+% x0    

As noted by Davies and Domínguez (2019), the SEP has set a goal of A2 in public primary schools and 

B1 for students at the end of secondary school (or lower secondary school), the subject of this study 

(SEP, 2005). The public secondary school teachers in this and the Tlaxcala study, however, report 

that only a very small percentage of their students attain that level of English by the time they leave 

their schools, with 45% of Tlaxcala teachers and 51% of Guanajuato teachers indicating that only 2-

10% of their students have reached that level by the time they finish their secondary school 

education. 

 

Summary and discussion of the data 

Adding the 9 teachers from Guanajuato in this study to the 33 teachers from Tlaxcala in the Davies and 

Domínguez study – that is, 42 teachers from 42 different schools in two different states – an increasingly 

reliable general picture of ELT in Mexican public secondary schools begins to emerge. The data 

presented and analyzed above suggests several things. According to the teachers in this study, most 

Mexican students appear to want to learn English as participation and motivation are reportedly good. 



Responses to other questions, however, seem to indicate that support from the government in Mexican 

public schools could be stronger. Although the Mexican government has a stated policy of encouraging 

English language development in its citizens as part of the goal of participating in a global economy, 

learning a language is difficult and requires a commitment of both time and resources.  

Mexican students enter school with little exposure to English within their family environments. Nor 

have they been exposed to English by living in the USA or Canada. The percentage of students entering 

public secondary school with at least some level of English, whether from primary school or 

opportunities within the family or from living abroad, is reportedly low.  It has long been recognized 

that learning a second language requires a significant amount of input in that language. With limited 

exposure to English outside the classroom, Mexican public secondary students must rely on their 

schools to provide the amount of comprehensible input necessary if they are to achieve the English 

level goal set by the SEP. Although Mexican students seem willing to learn English, the resources 

required for them to achieve that goal must come from their classrooms. This means that the Mexican 

government must make a commitment to support the students, the teachers and the schools if Mexican 

students are to achieve a useful level of English. 

The first issue is time. How much classroom time needs to be committed to the study of English? The 

current goal set by the SEP is 90 to 100 hours, and in both the Guanajuato and Tlaxcala students, about 

one-third of the participants responded that their schools meet this goal. This translates to three weekly 

sessions of between 45-50 minutes over the course of a 40-week semester, or 2.25 to 2.5 hours of 

English study per week. The first question raised by these two independent studies, then, is whether 

the goal of 90 to 100 hours per semester provides sufficient exposure to English to achieve the SEP goal 

of B1+ level of English at the end of the public secondary education. 

In addition to the time spent in the classroom, of course, is the quality of the educational experience. 

Another factor that affects a student’s ability to learn a second language is class size as the more 

opportunity a student has in order to use the language, the better the chance that the student will learn 

the language. In both Guanajuato and Tlaxcala, most teachers report that class sizes are between 31 

and 40 students, which is rather large for language learning. Class size is related to the number of 

teachers available to teach, and here again, most of the participants in both Guanajuato and Tlaxcala 

report that there are 1 to 2 English teachers in their schools. Again, for purposes of comparison, English-

language class size at the Universidad de Guanajuato is capped at 28 students, approximately one-third 

less than the size of public secondary school English classrooms in the States of Guanajuato and 

Tlaxcala. Smaller class sizes provide English-language students both with more access to their teacher 

as well as more time using the language in the classroom. Both factors are proven to be important in 

learning a second language. 

Another important factor when considering the quality of the education experience is the syllabus and 

textbook used in the program. Here, the majority in both Guanajuato and Tlaxcala found their syllabus 

and textbook are not very or at all appropriate for their students. Other resources, such as CD players, 

computers, or projectors, are also key components in learning a second language. Here again, many 

teachers reported their level of support to be so-so or nonexistent. 

With large classes, few teachers, limited classroom hours for English study, and limited class resources, 

it would appear to be important to have a good level of coordination and collaboration among the 



English teachers so that teachers could help each other by sharing teaching ideas, resources and 

materials, and providing support for each other as they tackle the difficult task of teaching a second 

language in their environments. This would help them to achieve optimal results for their students 

under difficult circumstances. That, however, does not appear to be the case as most teachers in both 

Guanajuato and Tlaxcala report there is little to no coordination or collaboration with their English-

teaching colleagues. 

Teachers also report low expectations by their students that they will be able to speak English “fairly 

well” by the time they finish their secondary education. As we noted at the beginning of this discussion, 

Mexican students appear to have an interest in learning English, as demonstrated by their level of 

participation and motivation in the classroom. Perhaps the reality of both their school environment and 

the proven difficulty of learning a second language then is the cause for their apparent lack of 

confidence in achieving even the modest goal of being able to speak “fairly well” at the end of their 

public secondary education. This result is borne out by both the Guanajuato and Tlaxcala participants’ 

reports that most of their students are not leaving their secondary schools with the B1+ level of English 

set by the SEP as its goal. 

It would appear from this data that the supposition that Mexican students are motivated to learn 

English is supported by the finding that student participation in English classes in both Guanajuato and 

Tlaxcala is relatively good. Perhaps student motivation is being affected by an apparent mixed message 

in their schools, because while it may be true that the Mexican government has adopted policies to 

promote English-language learning in public schools, a clear commitment to those policies appears to 

be lacking. This is an area which should be looked at more in depth. With a genuine commitment to 

supporting English teachers with resources, such as CD players, computers, or projectors, more 

appropriate texts and syllabuses, as well as supporting English learners with more trained teachers and 

smaller class sizes that would provide a better environment for learning a language, Mexican students 

might more readily achieve the English language goals set by the government. 

 

Conclusion 

While this small-scale study examines the teachers’ perceptions at the secondary level, it would be 

helpful examine teachers´ perspectives at the beginning levels of PRONI.   Regarding students and their 

English learning, the students arrive at secondary school with limited English from primary school. This 

is an area that could explore the reasons why the English level is low, shedding light on what happens 

before the secondary school and providing a better understanding of why secondary students do not 

reach the expected level of English.  In conclusion, what we have presented is only a piece of the puzzle: 

the perspectives of public secondary school teachers and perhaps future research in public primary 

schools could help complete the complex picture. 
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