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Back to the future 

Let’s go back and look forwards from 1965, when I started teaching English in Mexico. I taught in the 

upper secondary school (Preparatoria) of the Universidad Autónoma de Puebla, Mexico. Students had 

a beginner course in the first semester, in spite of having had three years of English classes in lower 

secondary school. The courses were supposed to go up to what we now call A2 level, but very few 

students actually got there. Those results were partly because the groups had over 60 students. 

That was ELT in public education in those days (not very different from today in many places): curricular 

English classes in lower and upper secondary school, usually in large groups, and with nobody expecting 

students to actually learn much English unless they did so through their own noble efforts. In 

universities, language centres were just beginning to be established – the Departamento de Lenguas of 

the UAP, where I also taught, in 1965, and the CELE UNAM at about the same time. There were no 

common core type English classes for undergraduates until many years later. 

Few in 1965 would have predicted that ELT in public education in Mexico half a century later would 

have expanded exponentially as it has, but it was already clear that English was becoming ever more 

important for the nation’s development, and for many professionals and skilled workers personally. 

That realization was reflected in private education before 1965, of course, where most schools had 

English classes throughout primary as well as secondary. It amused me to see “Inglés obligatorio” on 

the walls of many kindergartens, conjuring up images of little children being held down and force-fed 

English and spinach. There were also bilingual schools, with more intensive English and subject classes 

in English. They were among the few schools, public or private, with good results in ELT. 

Much has changed since then, much hasn’t. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.  

 

Fin de siècle, debut de siècle change 

The bits of French above remind me to mention that French, still a vital lingua franca in parts of the 

world today, was taught in schools in Mexico, including public secondary schools, into the second half 

of the 20th century. My Mexican wife just missed having French classes at school in the 1950s – they 

were removed from the curriculum the year before she passed into upper secondary. That should 

remind us that lingua francas come and go (Greek and Latin) and rise and fall (French and…). 

Back to the future in the past of ELT in Mexico. By the end of the last century, the ELT scene had changed 

considerably and was in a process of more change. Public universities, and many private ones and other 

institutions of higher education, had language centres with English courses up to advanced levels. They 

also had common core type English programmes for undergraduates, most starting at beginner level in 

spite of six years of English in lower and upper secondary school. English was also being taught in some 

public primary schools in 4 states (Morelos the first to start, in 1992). The teaching of English in selected 

public primary schools spread to about half of the 32 Mexican states in the first years of the new 



century, and in 2005 a national programme for English throughout basic education began to be 

implemented, Programa Nacional de Inglés en Educación Básica, PNIEB. 

PNIEB could hardly have been predicted in 1965 because it copied what had been happening in Europe 

as a result of the formation of the European Union and its language policies (CEFR), and they weren’t 

developed until the 1980s and 90s. Was it appropriate for Mexico to copy Europe? 

Well, apart from Mexico being intrinsically different from Europe in many ways, it also had a population 

explosion, from around 40 million to over 100 million in just 40 years (and to over 120 million today), 

which severely strained government systems and resources, as well as Mexican society in general. In 

education, for example, there were just over 6.5 million students in primary schools and just under 

400,000 in lower secondary schools in all Mexico in 1965, and by 2005 those figures had risen to just 

over 12 million and just under 5 million. It should probably also be mentioned that, while the EU has 24 

official languages, Mexico has only one, Spanish, itself a major international language. Europe was, and 

still is, hardly the most appropriate model for Mexico. 

 

2006, “Year of ELT Futurology”, part 1 

David Graddol’s English Next came out in 2006. In it, he presented the forces and trends that had made 

English the world’s dominant lingua franca, and those that are likely to reduce that dominance and 

bring other major languages forwards as alternative lingua francas, as well as connecting more 

languages to global communication. He referred to languages used on the Internet to show how 

technology was changing the situation. Here’s some of the information given (my highlighting): 

 English Japanese German Spanish Chinese French Korean Portuguese Other 

2000 51.3% 8.1% 5.9% 5.8% 5.4% 3.9% 3.5%  16.1% 

2005 32% 8% 6% 6% 13% 4% 3% 3% 25% 

Imagine where those languages stand today – certainly English even lower and Chinese even higher. 

Graddol also wrote that “machine translation of web content is only a mouse-click away”. 

A major thesis in English Next was that “a new orthodoxy [in ELT] appears to have taken root”, and 

Graddol called it the “World English Project” (WEP). He saw ELT shifting from teaching English as a 

foreign language (EFL), with native speakers (in spite of their confusingly diverse and continually 

changing English) as the models to be copied, to teaching English as a lingua franca (ELF), with whatever 

models learners (and their non-native English teachers) have most contact with to be copied (e.g. 

Indian, Singaporean or Hong Kong English in Asia). 

TEFL has traditionally been ELT from secondary school up, with students in higher education continuing 

to receive English classes, trying to make them fairly proficient by the time they graduate. TELF, on the 

other hand, is ELT from the beginning of primary school, or before, often through CLIL (Content and 

Language Integrated Learning), with B2+ or even C1+ level English then required for entry into higher 

education, where some courses are taught in English. Obviously, TELF requires much greater 

investment and many more highly competent English teachers (most with C1+ English) than TEFL. 

Thirteen years after Graddol prophesied that TELF-WEP would replace much, if not most, traditional 

TEFL, it has come true in most of Europe, with excellent results in some places, especially northern 

Europe, and not very good results in other places. It has been implemented in public education in many 



other parts of the world also, with very varied results. In Latin America, features of WEP have been 

implemented (particularly starting English classes in public primary school, as in Mexico’s PNIEB), but 

generally without the investment required for the teaching-learning conditions, ELT quality and CLIL, 

which are almost essential for successful TELF-WEP. PNIEB (or whatever it’s called now) has been a 

general failure, no doubt with a degree of success in some schools. 

As mentioned above, something on WEP lines has long existed in bilingual schools and private schools 

with high quality-ELT in Mexico, as in the rest of Latin America and elsewhere.  Some bilingual schools 

still insist on a model of native English, very ‘British’ or very ‘American’, but many have broken away 

from that towards ELF, especially where many students have different backgrounds, e.g. parents with 

more American, British, Indian or other English, or frequent trips to the USA or UK or Australia. You 

could say that what Graddol predicted was the spread of private bilingual or semi-bilingual school ELT 

to public primary and secondary schools, and that’s what has happened successfully in a few countries. 

 

2006, “Year of ELT Futurology”, part 2 

The same year that English Next was published, 2006, I gave a plenary talk at a congress in Veracruz 

(FEULE, Foro de Expertos Universitarios en Lenguas Extranjeras), without having read English Next yet. 

Since it was a congress about foreign languages in general, not just English, I gave the talk in Spanish. 

I started by waffling about how English had become so important in higher education and for many 

professionals and skilled workers, and how ELT had expanded massively, becoming a very large 

profession. I then veered to the negative: 50 years of expanding ELT in Mexico had been a general 

failure, with around 75% of students entering higher education still as near beginners in English, and 

most graduating well below intermediate level. And I rubbished the popular refrain that “Everyone 

needs English nowadays”. I was being provocative, seriously provocative, I hoped. 

I was leading towards the grim prediction that, unless educational authorities and ELT professionals got 

their act together soon and started producing dramatically better results, many English teachers would 

be out of a job before retirement age. The ELT boom would end. While an important number of 

Mexicans would continue to need and want English (and the classes and effort usually required to get 

it), most Mexicans never would need English, and more and more would realize that and would no 

longer want to slog away at English in classrooms year after year, with much pain and little or no gain. 

At that point I showed the slide below, which (unbeknown to me) echoed Graddol: other languages 

(including Spanish) were rising to stop English being the single dominant lingua franca, technology 

might dramatically reduce the need for living lingua francas, etc.: 

  

 

 

 

 

Están cambiando las cosas 

 El español cada vez más se usa en el  Internet y adquiere 
mayor importancia internacional 

 Los programas de traducción automática son cada vez 
mejores (comparados por ejemplo con la comprensión de 
lectura de una persona con inglés de nivel intermedio bajo) 

 Por el gran mercado latinoamericano (y los 40+ millones de 

hispanoparlantes en EU), cada vez más se publican 

ediciones en español de revistas profesionales 



I cited JAMA, The Journal of the American Medical Association, and other journals as examples of the 

publication of Spanish versions of English language professional and scientific journals and books. 

Machine translation has certainly progressed a lot since 2006. In a recent article in this magazine, 

ELTinLA, Jeremy Harmer tells an anecdote of a British teacher in Nanjing, China, who was easily able to 

get what he wanted in a computer store via machine translation. When will most people who want it 

have really good, and cheap, machine translation software in their computer devices? Is it already 

available and I don’t know? Machine interpretation of live speech may also be only a quick chip 

implantation away now. Governments, why invest vast amounts of money, time, sweat and tears in 

universal school ELT, when quick, cheap chip implants are able to give everyone live conversation in 

any major language (and the minor language of your choice – Basque, Welsh, Guaraní…)? 

Sorry, I’m rambling, perhaps to avoid admitting that ELT jobs are still being created in Mexico 13 years 

after my prediction. I was wrong. But my conclusion is that the general failure of a profession doesn’t 

necessarily mean the rejection of that profession by its promoters and clients. Consider the medical 

profession until modern times – matasanos. If ELT were medical treatment, most students of English 

would be sick or dead today. Perhaps if we let students’ blood or applied leeches in every class until 

they passed a recognized proficiency test at, say, B1+ level, they’d try harder and learn more English. 

 

Dah, dah… different ELT for different contexts? 

The current ELT sagas may go on indefinitely, heroic in Scandinavia and some other places, mundane, 

comic or even tragic in others. But I hope a new… no, not orthodoxy, Graddol’s term… a new, but not 

entirely new, range of realistic, pragmatic approaches to ELT (including deciding not to teach English 

everywhere, for everyone) will interrupt the Mexican ELT saga and start a better narrative. Naturally, I 

wish the same for other places where ELT is currently… well, let’s say “not working very well”. 

Yes, a range of approaches, not a dominant orthodoxy. Not just TEFL or TELF-WEP, not this methodology 

or that methodology, not this national programme or that national programme. A range of different 

approaches to choose from and develop and customize. Countries and regions with many languages, 

need a universal second language internally as well as a lingua franca for global use, and English may 

be good for both: India, Nigeria, the European Union, large parts of Asia and Africa. Countries with 

national languages little spoken elsewhere need a lingua franca for global use: Finland, Greece, Iran, 

Thailand, Japan. Countries in a large region where a major international language is spoken already 

have that language as a fairly global lingua franca, but English may still be needed by some people for 

some purposes: Latin America, the Arab world, francophone Africa. Rich countries, poor countries, 

small countries, large countries, may find quite different ELT approaches more appropriate. 

Of course, I’m just suggesting the obvious: well-informed, intelligent, realistic, learner-centred and 

context-based ELT. While that may mean fewer ELT jobs in Mexico and elsewhere (as I predicted in 

2006), it could mean more and better learning of English by those who really need it. As for ELT 

futurology, well, what will be, will be, for better or for worse. 
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