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Part 1: Latin America in a diverse world of ELT 

Globalized ELT 

English language teaching is a worldwide activity, from English language centres for foreign students 

and immigrants in English-speaking countries (Britain, the USA, Canada, Australia, Ireland) to primary 

and secondary schools in countries far away from where English is spoken as the national language, 

Argentina and Chile being almost as far away as you can get. Teaching English as an additional language 

(foreign, second, third or whatever) is always English language teaching, wherever and in whatever 

conditions it takes place, in spite of enormous differences in teaching-learning contexts. 

In all cases, the students already have a first language, and sometimes a second one, that can both help 

and hinder them as they study English. In all cases, the English language has its particular characteristics, 

with variations of pronunciation, dialect and register, which students around the world, in different 

contexts, have to grasp, acquire and assimilate adequately if they’re to be successful learners. All 

around the world, most of the literature on ELT methodology, widely used teaching-learning materials, 

and widely recognized proficiency tests come from the major English-speaking countries, mainly Britain 

and the United States, directly, or indirectly through imitation in different countries. 

The historical reasons for the British and American dominance of ELT (with important contributions 

from Australia, Canada and elsewhere) began with English language teaching in British and American 

colonies (British in Africa and Asia, American in the Philippines and a few other places). Then came the 

spread of ELT beyond that, with many British and American teachers working abroad. In the USA and 

Australia ELT centres for immigrants were opened. Since the 1960s, there have been English language 

centres for foreign learners in Britain, the USA, Australia, and many people from abroad go to study 

English in them. All that produced a mass of English language teaching theory and methodology and 

materials development and textbook publication, and a lot of serious learning and teaching research. 

That historical and current thinking and activity is the bedrock of ELT around the world today. 

Naturally, with British and American dominance of ELT, there’s tended to be a one-size-fits-all character 

to much, if not most, ELT around the world, though not for all ELT methodologists and EL teachers, of 

course. Since the 1990s more and more theorists and methodologists have questioned the general 

uniformity, or conformity, of ELT and “native-speakerism”, that is, the native-speaking teacher as the 

model for teaching and native-speaker English as the model of English to be taught and learned 

(Phillipson 1992, Holliday 1994, Pennycook 1994, Canagarajah 1999). All these people, and others with 

similar observations, had taught English or worked as ELT consultants in different countries and 

contexts around the world, Canagarajah in India at first. 

 

Recognizing and responding to important differences in ELT contexts 

Those theorists and methodologists (and, no doubt, many native-speaking EL teachers who had taught 

in two or more countries) recognized important differences that had been largely ignored. They 



included not only differences in ELT contexts, but also in the target English to be taught and learned. 

Why, they asked, should students around the world be expected to learn to speak and write like native 

Americans or Britons, when most of the English speakers they’ll meet speak non-native English, with 

notable German, Japanese, Chinese, Scandinavian, Brazilian or other features? They saw English as an 

international language with many acceptable non-native variations (after all, there are many marked 

native varieties too – Irish, Scottish, London, New York, Mid-western, Texan, Australian, and so on). 

But our focus here is on the very different contexts of ELT, in particular Latin American contexts. 

Obviously, teaching English to foreign students in Cambridge (England or Massachusetts) or to 

immigrants in New York or Sydney, is very different from teaching English in a technological institute in 

Rio de Janeiro or Lima, which again is very different from teaching English in a state secondary school 

in Beijing or Tokyo. Many differences have probably leaped immediately into your mind, perhaps 

including the following: 

English language centre in Cambridge or Sydney: The students come from different countries and 

have different first languages, all their teachers are native-speakers of English who may not speak 

any of the students’ native languages let alone all of them, the students have been placed in the 

course level they need, outside the classroom they’re surrounded by English speakers.  

Technological institute in Rio de Janeiro or Lima: The students are virtually all native speakers of 

Portuguese or Spanish, all or most of their teachers are Brazilian or Peruvian speakers of English, 

many students, if not most, are in a beginner or low elementary course for the third time in their 

lives, outside the classroom they have little contact with English unless they seek it out. 

State secondary school in Beijing or Tokyo: The students are virtually all native speakers of 

Mandarin or Japanese, all or most of their teachers are Chinese or Japanese speakers of English, 

most students are in a beginner or elementary course for the first time, or, at most, the second 

time, outside the classroom they have little contact with English unless they seek it out. 

Obviously, those different contexts call for marked differences in the English language teaching, apart 

from those inevitably imposed by the different contexts. Different approaches to ELT are required not 

only by the age of the students (young children, older children, teenagers or adults) and the type of 

teaching institution (basic education, higher education, language centre in an English-speaking country, 

language centre in the students’ own country), but also by regions and individual countries. Spanish- or 

Portuguese-speaking Latin America is one such region, and the Arabic-speaking Islamic nations of North 

Africa and the Middle East constitute another, while another is Scandinavia (where 80+% of the 

population speak English, including virtually all the parents of the school children). 

 

Responding to the different native language (or languages) of the students 

The native language (or languages) of students is an important element in the learning of English, or 

any language. In one type of situation, English courses in English-speaking countries, there is little 

teachers can do about native languages (they usually have native speakers of many different languages 

in a group), and English is inevitably the language of communication in the classroom from the start, 

along with sign language and demonstration. Something similar occurs in many parts of Africa and Asia, 

where there are several local languages (in Nigeria or India the parents of some students may 

communicate in English because they have different mother tongues). That’s not normally the case in 



Latin America, of course, where all the students and teachers usually have the same native language, 

Portuguese or Spanish. The temptation for students, and teachers, is to use the native language too 

much, and English not enough, especially for real communication. But there are other important 

considerations about native speakers of Portuguese or Spanish trying to learn English. Here’s a question 

for you: Is it likely to be easier or more difficult for Latin Americans to learn English than for native 

speakers of German, or Russian, or Turkish, or Chinese? We’ll look at the answer to that question, and 

others, next month in Part 2 of this series of articles. 
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Part 2: The students’ native language 

The gift of similar languages 

Part 1 of this series of articles ended with the question: Is it likely to be easier or more difficult for Latin 

Americans to learn English than for native speakers of German, or Russian, or Turkish, or Chinese? The 

answer will obviously vary for specific learners (some people naturally find language learning easier 

than others), but consider where each group of speakers starts from – their native language: 

The total energy of an isolated system remains constant. (The Law of Conservation of Energy) 

In Portuguese and Spanish: A energia total de um sistema isolado permanece constante. 

  La energía total de un sistema aislado permanece constante.   

In German: Die Gesamtenergie eines isolierten Systems bleibt konstant. 

In Russian:  полная энергия изолированной системы остается постоянной. 

[Transcription: Polnay energiya izolirovannoy sistemy ostayetsya postoyannoy] 

In Turkish: Yalıtılmış bir sistemin toplam enerjisi sabit kalır. 

In Mandarin Chinese: 孤立系统的总能量保持不变 

[Transcription: Gūlì xìtǒng de zǒng néngliàng bǎochí bù biàn] 

Obviously, from this sentence (and most formal texts would show the same), the easiest additional 

language for native speakers of Portuguese is Spanish (which doesn’t mean they won’t have many 

challenges in pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary), and for native speakers of Spanish it’s 

Portuguese (ditto, with an even greater challenge in pronunciation). Then, for both Portuguese and 

Spanish speakers, English is next, especially formal English, which tends to have many Latin- and Greek-

derived cognates with Portuguese and Spanish. German, another European language, is probably next 

(but wait until you get into the grammatical inflections and the order of parts of the sentence!). The 

other languages are all far more difficult, including different script for Russian and Chinese. In principle 

at least, learning English, especially formal English, is distinctly easier for Portuguese and Spanish 



speakers than for Russian, Turkish or Chinese (and most other) language speakers because English, 

Portuguese and Spanish are relatively similar languages. 

 

Views of language learning 

There was a time when many of the leading applied linguists of the day thought that the successful 

learning of an additional language was largely a matter of recognizing the similarities and differences 

between the first and the target language and dealing with the differences (in pronunciation, grammar, 

vocabulary, etc.), that is, avoiding first language interference errors. This view was strong among 

behaviourist psychologists and structural linguists who saw language learning in terms of habit 

formation – learning new language as habits and modifying existing ones (Lado 1957, Skinner 1957). As 

structural linguists (before language was seen also in terms of conceptual notions and communicative 

functions), Lado, Fries and others related habits mainly to the handling of the forms and structures of 

language. They worked on the “contrastive analysis” of pairs of languages, one assumed to be the native 

language and the other the target language of learners. Most contrastive analysis was done on English 

and Spanish because those linguists were American, with English as their native language, and Spanish 

was the most widely spoken other language around them. 

Contrastive analysis began to lose support (but has survived in different forms) when Noam Chomsky’s 

(1959) postulation of a “language acquisition device” in humans, and new views of language learning, 

or acquisition, challenged the structural-behaviourist hypothesis. However, the interaction between 

the native and the target language in the learner’s mind continued to be a theme in the new theories, 

particularly in error analysis and interlanguage theory (Pit Corder 1967, Selinker 1972). These theorists 

saw additional language acquisition as a gradual progress from a rudimentary version of the target 

language with a lot of first language interference to a developed version with little or, in exceptional 

cases, no first language interference. It’s important to emphasize that interlanguage is evident when a 

learner is trying to communicate, but it may be suppressed in controlled classroom practice and 

exercises: remember how your students may get target grammar right in class, but when they come up 

to say something to you in English after class, they get the same grammar wrong! 

So, for a time, most linguists said most errors were interference from the first language, then many said 

most errors were universal, irrespective of the learner’s first language, and for a long time now, most 

say it’s a mixture of both. In short, the similarities and differences between the first language and the 

target language aren’t the only important factor in learning another language successfully, but they are 

certainly one of them. The many similarities between Portuguese or Spanish and English are highly 

significant. However, globalized English language teaching and teaching materials intended for 

worldwide use obviously can’t attend to that factor: such materials are for native speakers of any 

language. Local course managers and teachers – you? – have to look after it. 

 

How Latin American course managers and teachers can exploit language similarities 

First, from the very start, they can give older children and, even more, teenagers and adults much more 

reading practice than most international textbooks contain, or than would be possible with most 

beginners around the world. A reasonably educated Mexican or Brazilian with almost no English can 

largely understand the following text, but Arabic, Russian, Turkish, Chinese or Japanese speaking 

beginners (and most beginners around the world) could not: 



In physics, the Law of Conservation of Energy states that the total energy of an isolated 

system remains constant, and its energy is conserved indefinitely over time. The implication 

of this law is that energy cannot be created or destroyed. It can only be transformed from one 

form to another. 

So, the first special option for English courses in Latin America is much more reading from the very 

beginning (a special option, that is, in relation to English courses in most countries, like the countries 

with the languages mentioned above). More reading is especially appropriate in courses for older 

teenagers and adults, and in situations where students need formal English (and reading of formal 

English) more than everyday colloquial English, like in higher education and most professional or skilled 

work (there will be more on students’ needs in the third article in this series). 

Another area where English teachers and students in Latin America have special options or advantages 

(again, special in relation to English teachers and students in most other parts of the world) is work on 

the language itself, its lexis and grammar. A lot of English vocabulary is cognate with Portuguese and 

Spanish vocabulary, especially in formal discourse. Many teachers see false cognates as a big problem 

for students, but for every false cognate between English and Portuguese or Spanish there are many 

true or partial ones (partial in the sense of true in some contexts, but not in others). That’s one thing 

that makes reading in English relatively easy for Portuguese and Spanish speaking beginners, and more 

difficult or impossible for speakers of other languages. Especially for academic, technical and 

professional vocabulary, Latin American learners have an enormous advantage over Arabic, Chinese, 

Russian and other language speaking learners. Teachers can point this out to their students, sometimes 

asking them to find all the cognate or possibly cognate words in a reading text. 

The grammar of English is different from that of Portuguese or Spanish in many ways, but even there, 

the similarities are relatively great compared to German, and even more compared to Russian, Arabic 

or Chinese. Affirmative sentence structure (subject-verb-object) is usually similar, or can be 

(interrogative sentence structure is usually different, of course), which is not the case with many other 

languages. 

Also, most compound verb phrases are similar, for example: 

David is sleeping. Laura can come. Eric had arrived. This laptop was made in China. 

David está dormindo. Laura pode vir. Eric havia chegado. Este laptop foi feito na China. 

David está durmiendo. Laura puede venir. Eric había llegado. Esta laptop fue hecha en China. 

Note that the first example, the present continuous, does not exist in French or German, and the 

corresponding sentences would be in the present simple tense: David dort. David schläft. 

These and other similarities between English and Portuguese or Spanish can be exploited when we 

focus on grammar and usage. When there is correspondence between English and native language 

structure and usage, we can prepare examples that clearly reflect that correspondence, and we can 

then ask our students if the English examples are similar to the corresponding sentences in their native 

language or different. We can do that also when there is no correspondence to native language 

structure and usage (to raise awareness of the difference), e.g. the interrogative and negative of the 

simple tenses in English, with the do-does-did system, which is exclusive to English. Getting students to 

notice similarities and differences between English and their native language is common in 

“consciousness-raising“, a technique used in Task-Based Learning. It’s of little use when there are very 



few or no similarities, but when there are many similarities and also differences, as between English 

and Portuguese or Spanish, it can be very useful, particularly with older teenagers and adults. 

So, in short, English language teaching in Latin America is special because of the similarities between 

English and Portuguese or Spanish (as opposed to English and most other languages), which can be 

exploited by teachers and learners, especially in reading, in vocabulary comprehension and 

development, and in grammar development. 

But English language teaching in Latin America is special for other reasons also. In the third article in 

this series, next month, we’ll look at what’s special about the learning context (or rather, contexts) in 

Latin America. Here’s a question for you: In what ways, apart from native languages, is the context 

different for most English teachers and students in Latin America compared with The European Union 

(Portugal, Spain, France, Germany, etc.)? 
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Part 3: Latin American teaching-learning contexts 

ELT in Latin America and in Europe: geographic, economic and political differences 

Part 2 of this series of articles ended with the question: In what ways, apart from native languages, is 

the context different for most English teachers and students in Latin America compared with The 

European Union (Portugal, Spain, France, Germany, etc.)? The answer depends on exactly which 

teachers and students we’re talking about, of course (in state secondary schools, bilingual schools, 

higher education, etc.), but let’s start with geography, economy and politics in general. 

Parts of France, Belgium and the Netherlands are just two hours from London by direct train, and you 

can drive via a ferry in almost the same time, and London to Berlin or Prague by air is under two hours 

(like Mexico City to Monterrey or Sao Paulo to Brasilia). Europeans are, on average, three or four times 

better off than Latin Americans, so most of them can afford to travel and vacation abroad frequently, 

especially when “abroad” is very close. For the last quarter century, citizens of the European Union 

have been able to enter, live and work without a visa or permit in any of the member countries. Almost 

3 million non-British European Union citizens were resident in Britain in 2017 (compare that with about 

300,000 foreign residents, in total, in Mexico, which has double the population of Britain). That will 

change after Brexit (if it really happens), but massive travel between European countries will continue, 

for vacations, study, work, shopping and personal reasons. In 2017, around 20 million people from 

other European countries visited Britain, so you can imagine the number between all member countries 

of the European Union. And how do Germans communicate in Spain, Spaniards in Belgium, Belgians in 

Italy, Italians in Sweden? Most of them in English. 



That European context for teaching and learning English (and other European languages) is very 

different from most of Latin America. Most Europeans have much more need and opportunity to learn 

– and use – English than most Latin Americans. How many of your Latin American students have been 

to an English-speaking country, even once? How many will ever go? The answer will probably be “Very 

few”, perhaps even “Probably none”. Unless, of course, you’re teaching in a bilingual school, a top 

university, or similar. On the other hand, how many of your students may need English in their own 

country, for higher education, professional or skilled work, or communication with foreigners such as 

visiting experts, business people and tourists? Quite a lot, particularly if you’re teaching in upper 

secondary school or above. 

Obviously, not all English language teaching-learning contexts in Europe are favourable and not all in 

Latin America are unfavourable, nor is all ELT in Europe successful and all in Latin America unsuccessful. 

The best ELT in Latin America (in the best schools and language centres, and by the best individual 

teachers) is probably as good and, conditions permitting, as successful as that in Europe. And the worst 

ELT in Europe is probably not significantly better than the worst in Latin America. 

However, the contrast in the general effectiveness of ELT in Latin America and Europe (and other parts 

of the world) is reflected in the proportion of the adult population with functional English. In Latin 

America the proportion of the adult population with functional English is not reliably known, but most 

estimates put it at between 5% and 15% of the adult population, depending on the country, with only 

Argentina probably above 15%. In Europe, the estimates, based on the Eurobarometer surveys of the 

European Commission, are much more reliable, and they give a very different picture: Spain 22%, 

Portugal 27%, France 39%, Germany 56%, Denmark and Sweden 86% and the Netherlands 90%. 

Two important inferences, apart from what has previously been mentioned, can be made from the 

above statistics: 

 Wealthier countries tend to do better than poorer ones; that’s to be expected from their likely greater 

investment in education, better educational facilities, smaller maximum and average class size, ability 

of people to travel abroad, etc. 

 Countries with important international languages tend to do worse than those with very “local” 

languages; again, that’s to be expected, especially when added to wealth, because native speakers of 

Dutch and Scandinavian languages, for example, really need English for travel abroad, higher 

education, professional work, and so on, while speakers of Portuguese, French, German and, 

especially Spanish (with over 40 million speakers in the USA) need it less, or much less. 

That means a lot of general motivation for learners of English in certain countries (e.g. the Netherlands 

and Scandinavia) and a lot less for most learners in other countries (e.g. Spain, Mexico and Colombia), 

and motivation is universally recognized as an absolutely key factor in successful language learning 

(and, therefore, teaching). 

 

English in the “community”, and learner expectations 

The statistics on the percentage of the adult population that speaks English imply something extremely 

important in relation to motivation, and an associated factor, expectations about learning – or not 



learning – English. In many European countries, most school children expect to become functional in 

English, in virtually all Latin American countries most children don’t. 

In any school in the Netherlands or Scandinavia almost all the adults around the children speak English 

– their parents, relatives and neighbours, the school principal and all the academic staff, all the 

administrative staff, possibly even the maintenance and cleaning staff. Of course all the children are 

going to learn English! There’s no question about it. Everybody learns English, period. It’s similar, at 

least within the school itself, if not within all families and districts, for most schools in Germany, and 

then significantly less and less going south through France to Spain and Portugal. The students’ 

expectations about learning English in any ordinary state school in the Netherlands and Scandinavia 

and most in Germany are like those of students in expensive bilingual schools elsewhere in the world.  

Compare that with almost all schools in almost all cities and towns in Latin America (and other parts of 

the world, of course): few or hardly any of the adults around the children speak English – not even the 

school principal and the academic staff, even though they’ve been through basic education and higher 

education, with English courses all along the way. Of course most children don’t really expect to learn 

English! And most don’t. And many, if not most, become confirmed in that expectation as they repeat 

beginner and elementary courses over and over, in each level of education, until they’re eventually 

“pardoned” and start work without a functional command of English. Then, if a new job or a promotion 

in their current workplace later requires English, they may start once again, in an English language 

centre, paying this time, but now with strong instrumental motivation. 

That repetition of beginner and elementary English courses happens (not just occasionally, but as a 

widespread pattern) for various reasons. One of them is that the established programs in primary, 

secondary, upper secondary and higher education actually repeat beginner and elementary levels, but 

that reflects the recognition that most students enter each level with little or almost no English. Other 

factors may include very large groups, mixed level groups and little class time. But perhaps the most 

important factor is the lack of English in the school community, with few or none of the adults around 

the children and teenagers having a functional command of English even though they studied English 

at school when they were children and teenagers. Consciously or sub-consciously, the children and 

teenagers are bound to expect the same to happen in their generation.  

 

Creating positive teaching-learning contexts within existing contexts 

Some schools and other institutions in Latin America (and in less favoured parts of Europe and 

elsewhere also) manage to avoid or get round the generally unfavourable ELT teaching-learning context 

around them. They set up as a bilingual or semi-bilingual school, or an English language centre (perhaps 

you’re a teacher or course manager in such a school or centre), with all or almost all the staff competent 

speakers of English, with students clearly progressing through the course levels, many up to upper 

intermediate or advanced levels and international proficiency tests, and with many English-speaking 

parents financing their children’s path to English. 

However, creating such an “ELT-L oasis” in unfavourable territory (e.g. most parts of Latin America, 

where almost all the children go to state schools) is difficult and/or expensive. But it isn’t impossible. 

Imagine an English teacher in a public secondary school in a Latin American city (perhaps you can just 

think of yourself!), with a school principal or head teacher who doesn’t speak English but would like to, 



and just one other person in the school who speaks English (the other English teacher). One day, the 

principal asks that first English teacher if she would give her private classes. The teacher agrees. The 

principal then suggests forming a group of school staff and parents interested in learning English, and 

involving the other English teacher. The principal and the two English teachers put their heads together, 

prepare a plan, and announce the English course, to be held in the school in the late afternoons. Now 

you continue the story, which I’ll pick up in the 4th, and last, part of this series. 
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Part 4: Conclusions 

Concluding that story 

Part 3 of this series of articles ended with an unconcluded story: 

Imagine an English teacher in a public secondary school in a Latin American city (perhaps you can 

just think of yourself!), with a school principal or head teacher who doesn’t speak English but would 

like to, and just one other person in the school who speaks English (the other English teacher). One 

day, the principal asks that first English teacher if she would give her classes. The teacher agrees. 

The principal then suggests forming a group of school staff and parents interested in learning 

English, and involving the other English teacher. The principal and the two English teachers put their 

heads together, prepare a plan, and announce the English course, to be held in the school in the late 

afternoons. Now you continue the story, which I’ll pick up in the 4th, and last, part of this series. 

If you read Part 3 and did your homework, you’ll have your own continuation and conclusion of the 

story – it might even be a true story, about your school, and you. Different readers will have different 

versions, of course. Here’s mine: 

The course started with the school principal, her secretary, three subject teachers and four parents. 

That was three years ago. There are now three courses, at A1, A2 and B1 levels. Several people have 

passed Cambridge KET and two are about to take PET. Also, results in English for students in the 

school are notably better than three years ago and several have passed KET. 

That’s a ‘happy ending’, but it really is possible in some parts of Latin America, especially where there’s 

a lot of professional and skilled work available, some in international companies, and/or international 

travel and tourism. The authorities could help by giving preference or bonuses to teachers and school 

staff (especially school principals) who have passed recognized English proficiency tests. 

However, that happy ending isn’t so possible, or at all likely, in schools in most parts of Latin America, 

urban as well as rural. First, it requires one or more English teachers capable of getting students up to 

B1 level, and that isn’t the case in many Latin American schools. Second, English is simply not needed 
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by many people in many parts of Latin America because there are few or no jobs or opportunities there 

for people who speak English. That brings me to an important general matter, with political, 

educational, economic and human facets. 

 

Latin American countries need more appropriate ELT plans and strategies 

Many Latin American countries have embarked on and invested heavily in a national bilingual plan 

(national language + English), and some countries have made that explicit: Colombia Bilingüe, Panamá 

Bilingüe, etc. These are plans on the European model but without European economic and human 

resources or European contexts and school conditions, and with other more pressing needs crying out 

for more investment and more effective systems, like the reduction of poverty and the improvement 

of really key subject results in basic education. Compare these results in native language literacy, 

mathematics and science: 

 Science Reading Mathematics 

Germany 506 503 509 

PISA average 493 493 490 

Chile 447 459 423 

Argentina 432 425 409 

Colombia 416 425 390 

Mexico 416 423 408 

Brazil 401 407 377 

The fact is, English is not high priority for most people in Latin American countries, though it is, of 

course, for a very important minority. That’s true also for many European countries: in France less than 

half the population speaks functional English (39%), in Portugal 27% and in Spain only 22%.  Those 

statistics for France, Portugal and Spain come after over half a century of almost universal ELT in schools 

and almost three decades of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. But the 

fact is that most people in those countries simply don’t need or want English. That’s even truer for Latin 

America, though it does need many more people who speak English than at present – the 22% of Spain 

would be good, the 27% of Portugal even better. 

Canada is an illuminating example of monolingualism vs bilingualism. It’s a rich country with two official 

languages, English (the world’s current lingua franca) and French (also internationally important, 

especially for Canada, which naturally has a special relationship with France). It may surprise you then 

to learn that only 17.9% of Canadians are English-French bilinguals (Statistics Canada, 2017). In 

dominantly English-speaking provinces the figure is lower (e.g. 11.2% in Ontario, 6.8% in British 

Columbia), though everyone has French classes at school. In dominantly French-speaking Quebec it is 

highest, but still below 50% (44.5%), even though everyone has English classes at school. Conclusion: 

when people really need a second language and have classes in it, they usually learn it, and when they 

don’t really need it, most don’t learn it, even with years of classes, even with the generally excellent 

school conditions of a country like Canada. 

Latin America isn’t Canada or Europe, yet most Latin American countries apply European-type foreign 

language teaching plans and strategies in basic public education, and seem to expect better results than 

those achieved in many European countries, e.g. Portugal and Spain. There must be plans and strategies 

that are more appropriate for Latin America, which recognize Latin American socio-economic realities, 

PISA, 2015 



including the reality that most Latin Americans don’t and won’t need English, while many that do need 

it or could benefit from it are not being taught English effectively during their school years. 

If, for example, such unrealistic plans for universal bilingualism (6+ years of English classes for everyone 

in basic education) were not pursued and were cut back to 3 or 4 years, and much more were invested 

in high quality ELT for the 20-30% of the population that really needs or wants English, particularly 

through language centres with free classes for children and teenagers as well as paying classes for 

adults, the results might be a lot better, both for individual people and for the nation (Davies, 2009). In 

Latin America, language centre results tend to be much better than ordinary school English results 

because people themselves have chosen to study English, they are more motivated, and the conditions 

and atmosphere of language centres are usually more conducive to successful language learning. 

 

Summing up 

Over Parts 1, 2, 3 and now 4 of this series of articles, I’ve noted and discussed a number of special 

aspects of ELT in Latin America in some detail and made some suggestions for ELT plans, strategies and 

teaching, the last one immediately above this. They don’t all apply to all ELT institutions and teachers 

in Latin America, but they do apply to most. Here’s a summary: 

 While some English teaching-learning contexts in Latin America are suitable for globalized Anglo-

American ELT or top European country ELT and excellent results are achieved (good bilingual schools, 

for example, get most of their students to B2 level or above and through international proficiency 

tests), ELT in the vast majority of Latin American contexts can benefit enormously from the 

recognition of Latin American realities and the specific realities of each context, and the adaptation 

to them of ELT plans, strategies, materials and teaching. 

 One important Latin American reality is that the native language of the students is Portuguese or 

Spanish, languages that are relatively similar to English, while the international or international-type 

textbooks they use don’t (and can’t) take the L1 of students into account. ELT managers and teachers 

in Latin America should take L1 into account, giving teenagers and adults much more reading, 

especially fairly formal texts*, from beginner level than is usual in textbooks, and helping them notice 

and exploit similarities between L1 and English, in grammar and particularly in vocabulary. 

*The more formal and technical the texts, the greater the similarity between English and Portuguese 

or Spanish. 

 A second important Latin American reality is that, especially compared with European countries, very 

few Latin American students, or even successful learners, of English will travel and use English outside 

their own country, while the international or international-type textbooks they use tend to focus on 

everyday social and transactional communication in English-speaking countries or international 

travel. ELT managers and teachers should make sure students also (or instead) get practice of 

communication in the situations they’re really likely to encounter, from talking about their own city 

and country with foreign visitors (perhaps as a tourist guide) to talking business with foreign 

executives, experts and customers in their place of work, and reading for professional development. 

The English appropriate for such situations is likely to be more formal than the colloquial native-

speaker English in some textbooks, and many foreigners will not be native speakers of English. 



 A third important Latin American reality is that most schools and many institutions of higher 

education don’t have ‘an English speaking community’ in and around them; often the English teacher 

or teachers are the only people who speak English in a school, and the students naturally expect not 

to learn English, just like the school principal, other subject teachers, administrative staff, parents and 

their older siblings. This is a reflection of another, fundamental, reality: most Latin Americans simply 

don’t and won’t need or want English, and the 20-30% that do tend to be in contexts where there’s 

work and opportunity for English speakers (international manufacturing and business, travel and 

tourism). Where possible, educational authorities, ELT managers and teachers should try to create an 

English-speaking community in and around schools. Where not possible, English probably doesn’t 

matter, except to the few students with ambitions beyond their immediate environment, and special 

provisions should be made for such students, at least when they reach upper secondary education. 
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