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The lower secondary school syllabuses of PRONI (the Mexican Programa Nacional de Inglés en 

Educación Básica) start at A2 level (supposedly achieved by the end of primary school) and go up to B1 

level, and the approved textbooks generally follow those syllabuses. The Third Year syllabus includes 

examples like the following, quoted from the syllabus, with a few slips or typos corrected (SEP 2017): 

I don’t know what it is called. It is this kind of wheel that pushes water out of a river. 

Well, after listening to you, maybe you’re right; it seems that your proposal is better. 

I felt overjoyed because that description moved me so much. 

I rather think that the wind made the bottle fall. 

It may have been a cat that broke the bottle. 

While living conditions worldwide have improved, there are some who do not agree. 

With such challenging syllabuses and textbooks and the difficult ELT conditions in most public lower 

secondary schools, what do teachers actually do in class? Some probably try to follow the syllabuses 

and work through their textbooks no matter how lost their students may be, while others adapt their 

teaching to the reality of their situation and do A1-2 stuff instead of B1. In either case, the results are 

generally very poor, far below what’s proposed in the syllabuses and textbooks. 

Those results can be seen in the level of English of students entering institutions of higher education 

(most still go into beginner or elementary common core English – see ELT in a Mexican university’s 

language centres, in this section of the ELTinLA Library, February, 2019), and in estimates of the adult 

population that knows some English (which range between 5% and 15%, with Consulta Mitofsky giving 

11.6% in 2013). Aquino, Núnez and Corona (2017) tested a sample of 629 3rd year Secundaria students 

and found that 97.3% were at starter level, 1.1% at A1 level, 0.3% at A2 level, and 1.3% at B1 level. They 

also referred to another study (Székely et al 2015) that found only 3% of their sample of students 

finishing lower secondary to be at B1 level (most almost certainly got there through special 

circumstances, e.g. time in the USA or extra-curricular classes, not through PRONI school English classes). 

So, with those syllabuses and textbooks up so high and those results down so low, what should PRONI 

teachers really do in their lower secondary school English lessons?     

A way forward (or out) is briefly indicated in the PRONI syllabuses cited above, which contain a few 

recognitions that classroom realities vary, and authorize schools and teachers to depart from or modify 

the syllabuses, e.g. (my underlining): 

Un currículo que aspire a responder a la diversidad de expectativas y necesidades de todos los 

educandos debe reconocer los distintos contextos en que operará dicho currículo, así como 

admitir la heterogeneidad de capacidades de las escuelas para responder a las demandas 

globales del currículo y a las específicas de su situación local. De ahí que el currículo deba ofrecer 

espacios de flexibilidad a las escuelas para que estas hagan adaptaciones en contenidos que 

convengan específicamente a su situación local. (Page 96) 



Estas orientaciones y sugerencias específicas son indicativas más que prescriptivas. Su propósito 

es ofrecer al profesor diversas formas de abordar los contenidos de acuerdo al enfoque 

pedagógico. Cada profesor podrá adaptarlas a su contexto o desarrollar las propias. (Page 153) 

I doubt that the SEP is authorizing there what I’m about to propose, i.e. to completely ignore the PRONI 

syllabuses in most schools, but I’m fairly sure many teachers are already doing that, so I’ll try to help 

those teachers as well as others that are suffering, along with their students, from not doing so. 

 

Context 1: Public schools with the best conditions for ELT  

In the very best public schools for ELT, teachers may be able to work close to the syllabuses and 

textbooks. There are very few such schools, however, because, for a start, they have to receive students 

from primary school who are at or close to A2 level in English. That may be the case, for example, in a 

higher than average socio-economic area of a city, or in a Centro Escolar ‘of excellence’ with ELT (and 

education in general) coordinated from pre-school through to upper secondary. Normally, to continue 

from A2 or near-A2 level English achieved in primary school to B1 or near-B1 level English by the end of 

the 3 years of lower secondary school, all the English teachers have to have fairly good and confident 

English themselves (usually B2+), they have to work as a team, the students have to ‘buy into’ English 

language learning, and so on. Clearly, such schools are special cases, far from the norm. 

Ironically, the teachers in such schools tend to be better able than most teachers to take advantage of 

the official (though muted) encouragement to adapt the syllabuses to local situations and develop their 

own contents and approaches. That’s ironic because the ‘Common European/Uncommon Latin 

American’ syllabuses need least adaptation in such schools and contexts. However, even there, some 

adaptation may be appropriate: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ELT in even the best public schools can be enriched and made more appropriate for the students by 

responding to and exploiting the local and regional context, for example: 

 Schools near the US border can exploit students’ cross-border experiences and possibilities, and 

cross-border projects may be possible. The situations and language in the courses can (and really 

should) reflect that aspect of the local/regional context. 

 Schools in international tourism/vacation areas can exploit students’ experiences with foreign 

visitors and the experiences of relatives/acquaintances that work in travel and hospitality services, 

and visits to international hotels, etc., may be possible. The situations and language in the courses 

can (and really should) reflect that aspect of the local/regional context. 

 Schools in a major financial/industrial centre can exploit the experiences of students’ relatives and 

acquaintances who work in jobs where they or colleagues use English a lot, and visits to some such 

workplaces may be possible The situations and language in the courses can (and really should) 

reflect that aspect of the local/regional context. 

 Schools in areas with a lot of emigration to and returnees from the USA can exploit the experiences 

of students’ relatives and acquaintances. There may be English speaking returnee students in most 

classes, who can help teachers, and adult English speaking returnees can be invited to classes and 

school events. The situations and language in the courses can (and really should) reflect that aspect 

of the local/regional context. 

 



Context 2: Public schools with rather better than average conditions for ELT  

These are schools that have mostly competent English teachers, and that receive some students from 

primary school with A2 or near-A2 level English, some with A1 or near-A1 level English, some with 

around middle of A1 level English (A1.1, halfway towards full A1), and a few with virtually no English at 

all. Of course, the mix may vary, but it often ranges from A0 to A2, with the bulk a bit below or a bit 

above A1. The first issue and challenge here is the mixed level in English of the students in each year. 

Based on the PRONI curriculum’s suggestion that schools can, and indeed should, adapt contents to 

their local situation, I suggest that they can also adapt the format and type of courses. Some schools 

have the following option for dealing with the mixed level in English of the students in each year: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Obviously, with this option, all the course syllabuses would have to be very different from the PRONI 

ones (but the PRONI ones can’t realistically be followed in the classroom, anyway). One option is to go 

back to the Primaria A1-A2 syllabuses, but that’s not really appropriate with the students who are now 

teenagers, not children. Another is to go back to the old Secundaria syllabuses and textbooks, which 

used to start at beginner level, perhaps beginning in the middle of textbook 1 in Course A and in the 

middle of textbook 2 in Course B in First Year, and so on. The strongest and most experienced teachers 

will be able to gather and organize appropriate material for themselves, which they could share with 

less experienced colleagues.  

Teachers in schools in this ‘rather better than average’ category that can’t do the above (because they 

don’t have enough students for more than one group in every year, the principal rejects the idea, etc.), 

have to face the challenge of very mixed level groups realistically and pragmatically. Here are three ideas: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CLASSROOM ENGLISH: Stronger students will probably be used to English as the main classroom 

language from Primary School, but weaker students probably won’t. All the English teachers in the 

school should agree to establish, maintain and develop English as the main classroom language. 

ROUTINE ACTIVITIES: Routines initially taught through model dialogues, some done every week, 

others periodically, can consolidate basic English, and also allow stronger students to do more. 

Conversations: What do you/does your mother/father do on Weekdays/Saturdays/Sundays/ 

vacations? What did you do last night/Saturday/Sunday/vacation? What are you going to do 

tonight/next Saturday/Sunday/vacation? Roleplays: Meeting a foreigner at a party. Checking a 

foreigner into a hotel where you’re a receptionist. Telling an exchange student about your school. 

PAIRING STUDENTS: In mixed level groups, students can be paired 1. to have pairs work at different 

levels, some pairs on a lower level, others on a higher level, and 2. to have stronger students help 

weaker ones. The first type of pairing (stronger students together and weaker students together) is 

particular useful with communicative tasks, and the second type with tasks focused on language. 

Large schools with students at different levels in English and mostly well below PRONI Secundaria 

syllabuses, can create two or more levels of course for students in each year, for example: 

First Year – Course A for students below A1 level 

 – Course B for students at or above A1 level 

Second Year – Course A for students below A2.1 level (halfway through A2) 

 – Course B for students at or above A2.1 level 

Third Year – Course A for students at or below A2 level 

 – Course B for students well above A2 level 



Context 3: Public schools with rather worse than average conditions for ELT  

These are schools that have some inexperienced or improvised English teachers as well as competent 

ones, and, above all, schools that receive almost all students from primary school with less than A1 

level English, most just false beginners or with virtually no English at all, heading almost inevitably 

towards joining the 90+% of students that leave most public (and many private) lower secondary 

schools with sub-A1 level English (Aquino et al 2017, Székely et al 2015). Attempting much above A1 

level here is a ludicrous and demoralizing farce, for the students and the teachers. The PRONI 

Secundaria syllabuses and the corresponding textbooks should be totally ignored and the reality looked 

at with open, honest, intelligent eyes. 

Yes, that’s a brutally frank analysis, but I give it because I’m quite sure it’s generally accurate and that 

it’s potentially extremely useful to put it out there, in case someone in a position to radically modify 

PRONI is reading this. 

What more can I say about Context 3?  Well, obviously, when a lower secondary school and the English 

teachers in it know that almost all students enter First Year with less than A1 level English, most just 

false beginners or with virtually no English at all, they should put their heads together and agree to start 

with false beginner courses and aim at, say, A2 by the end of Third Year. In doing so, some of the ideas 

for Context 3 (above) may be viable and useful. 

 

Context 4: Public schools with improvised, only sporadic or no ELT  

These are almost always rural schools in remote areas, but there may be some in marginalized and 

neglected urban areas. What can I say? Nothing, except that, mercifully or cruelly, very few of the 

students in such schools will ever need English in their lives, and those that do will find ways of acquiring 

it after lower secondary school. The SEP could provide more help for those people who need or want 

to learn English from scratch as young adults, or older adults. 

 

In conclusion  

This article has tried to address honestly and helpfully the extremely serious problems with PRONI (the 

Mexican Programa Nacional de Inglés en Educación Básica) at lower secondary school (Secundaria) 

level, and the question “What should PRONI teachers really do in lower secondary school?”. It has offered 

suggestions for schools where the B1 level objectives of the PRONI lower secondary syllabuses, 

reflected in the corresponding textbooks, can be partially achieved but not with all students, where 

they cannot be achieved but A2 level or fairly solid A1 level can, and where only flimsy or almost no ELT 

is done. 

The experience of writing this article drives me, yet again, to repeat loud and clear that PRONI urgently 

needs radical modification, or complete replacement. Its failure to produce anything near the intended 

results after more than 10 years of PNIEB-PRONI hits lower secondary school ELT particularly hard, and 

then ELT in upper secondary school (Prepa), and then ELT in higher education. 

While nothing significant changes, I express my admiration for all the responsible and hard-working 

PRONI English teachers in public schools who are doing their very best under difficult, sometimes 



almost impossible, circumstances, trying to make their English classes as enjoyable and profitable as 

possible for their students.  
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