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Purpose and focus of the surveys 

As stated in both surveys, after more than half a century of compulsory English classes in most lower 

and upper secondary education, two decades of expansion into higher education, and a decade or more 

of expansion into primary education, the results of ELT in Latin America are generally very poor, and 

quite inadequate for the aspirations of most countries. Both surveys presumably set out to identify key 

reasons for that, and present information and analysis to help Latin American countries make their 

national ELT plans and other English learning options more effective. Note that the British Council 

survey of English in Mexico is one of seven in English in Latin America: an examination of policy and 

priorities, which also has surveys of Argentine, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru. 

Both surveys present descriptions of government policies, plans and strategies (and some of the ideas 

behind them) as well as alternative ELT in the private sector, and large quantities of statistics and figures 

related to ELT in Latin America. The British Council (itself long engaged in ELT and ELT training and 

consultancy in Latin America) is more descriptive and informative, including a lot of information from 

original research, while Cronquist & Fiszbein (not themselves ELT experts, but well versed in national 

development issues, including education) enter more into evaluation and recommendations. 

 

Information on English language teaching, learning and needs in Latin America 

The two surveys contain much of the same (or very similar) information (with Cronquist & Fiszbein 

citing the British Council sixteen times). The surveys give information about: 

 government ELT policies and plans (now covering 12 years for at least a few school students in most 

countries and for most school students in a few countries – from primary to upper secondary) 

 the implementation, regulation, coherence and evaluation of ELT plans (mostly very deficient) 

 the training, development and evaluation of teachers (mostly very inadequate for national ELT plans) 

 the availability and uptake of private alternatives to public ELT (very significant for the middle classes 

but beyond the means of most of the population) 

 ELT in higher education (improving, on paper at least, but not coherent or effective in many 

institutions) 

 employers’ demand for English-speaking employees (very high) 

 and so on. 

Neither survey gives clear information about the level of functional English proficiency in the 

population, which is perhaps the best measure of national ELT success; the best available sources (e.g. 

Consulta Mitofsky in Mexico) suggest it’s between 5% and 15%, depending on the country (about 10-

12% in Mexico), compared with 22% in Spain, 27% in Portugal, 39% in France, 56% in Germany and 90% 

in the Netherlands (based on European Commission surveys), i.e. very low and insufficient for most 



countries’ needs. Cronquist & Fiszbein (p.10), citing a source, say that “while 80% of job listings in 

Mexico require English proficiency, only 20% of professionals master the language”; that clearly refers 

to advertised professional and skilled work, so the percentage would be much less (10-12%?) if other 

work, informal sub-employment and unemployment were included to arrive at the national 

percentage. 

Both surveys paint a generally unsatisfactory and costly picture, with some countries significantly better 

or worse than others, e.g. Argentina and Honduras respectively, and a few areas of clear ELT success, 

e.g. good private schools and good language centres. The picture shows virtually all Latin American 

countries trying to do roughly the same thing in their national ELT plans – provide all school students 

with English classes from the age of about 6 to 16 or above – with some providing additional English 

learning support through computers and online (e.g. CEIBAL Uruguay). Significantly better than past 

results have materialized in only a few countries, or places in countries, so far, e.g. Argentina (not 

mentioned in Cronquist & Fiszbein is that Buenos Aires is treated separately in official statistics and, no 

surprise, it comes out far better than the rest of the country). 

The British Council survey goes into things that Cronquist and Fiszbein don’t consider or only touch on, 

e.g. perceptions of the process of learning English, reasons for learning English, and reasons for not 

trying to learn English. An online survey of 1,000 Mexicans aged between 16 and 35 was used to get 

these data, but some of the data seems very odd. For example, answers to the question “Have you ever 

studied English?” (p. 30) come out at just under 80% for people in “healthcare support” (the highest 

percentage), just over 70% for those in “business and financial operations”, just over 60% for “students” 

(haven’t 99% of students over the age of 16 studied English at some time?), about 45% for the 

“unemployed” (doesn’t English get you a good job?) and almost 0% for the “military”. Perhaps the 

question was really “Have you ever paid to study English?” or something similar.  

 

Looking behind, under and around the information 

I said at the beginning of this review that the British Council survey is more descriptive and informative 

(though I’ve just questioned the validity of some of the information), while Cronquist & Fiszbein enter 

more into evaluation and recommendations. I’ll go into that further here, with observations. 

Both surveys present Latin American governments’ typical reason for their massive and expensive 

national ELT plans, i.e. that English is necessary in today’s globalized world. The British Council quotes 

the Mexican educational authorities, actually using quotation marks: 

‘…contemporary society… demands citizens with the necessary competencies to face and 

incorporate into a globalized constantly-changing world. Basic education has the responsibility of 

providing students with the opportunity to develop these competencies. Thus, …students need to 

acquire… at least one foreign language’. (P. 14) 

Cronquist & Fiszbein echo that to some extent, but focusing on business and international 

communication rather than the whole population that goes through basic education: 

English proficiency is increasingly necessary for business and international communication and… 

linked with prospects for economic competitiveness and growth in the global economy. Interest 

in learning the language continues to grow throughout Latin America… [which] has made 



considerable efforts to improve English language learning through policies and programs, 

resulting in more people in the region having access to English language learning. (p. 3) 

Both surveys seem to support universal English classes throughout basic education (and beyond), but 

the British Council perhaps more unquestioningly, or at least paying less attention to alternative and 

complementary ELT than Cronquist and Fiszbein (see below). It’s up to me, then, to question universal 

English classes, from an early age and throughout basic education. 

I strongly support Cronquist & Fiszbein’s proposition of more “access to English language learning” 

(which means high quality ELT). However, I don’t think compulsory English classes for everyone 

throughout basic education (much of it low quality ELT so far) is the best way to do it, and I don’t think 

most Latin Americans actually need or want English. I also don’t agree with some of the thinking (and 

perhaps lack of thinking) behind plans for universal English classes throughout basic education. 

Successful additional language learning is dependent on need and motivation as well as good teaching. 

Almost all Dutch and Scandinavian people learn English because their languages are not spoken by the 

rest of the world, and most are rich enough to travel abroad frequently; they also have generally very 

good school ELT in good conditions. The French also have generally good ELT in fairly good conditions, 

and most can also travel abroad frequently, but only 39% learn English successfully: French is a major 

world language, and they simply don’t need English so much as the Dutch and Scandinavians. Spanish 

is also a major international language, and only 22% of Spaniards learn English successfully. The 

percentage is lower still in Latin America: most Latin Americans don’t have good English classes in good 

conditions, and most see English as hard to learn in their context and not necessary except for those 

aiming at fairly high level work, i.e. the work that’s available, or soon could be, for perhaps 25% of the 

population. The consequence is what we know, and what’s reported in these two surveys: very poor 

ELT results. 

However, 15-25% of Latin Americans, or more in some places (rather than the current 5-15%) really 

might benefit from knowing English, and their countries would benefit with them. The question, then, 

is how best to enable that 15-25+% to learn English, giving them access to high quality ELT and other 

learning support. The two surveys suggest that the main way is to continue to extend and improve 

national ELT plans, universal English classes throughout basic education (and beyond), which I’ve just 

argued against. Essentially, those plans imitate European ELT, but in very different and less favourable 

contexts, and they’re based partly on two popular fallacies. One is “Everyone [in Latin America] needs 

English nowadays”. That’s not true at all. Everyone needs adequate nutrition, clothing, housing, health 

care, literacy and numeracy, etc., and everyone of working age and inclination needs a decent job, or 

at least one that pays essential living expenses; unfortunately, many people in Latin America don’t have 

those things, over 40% of the population in some countries. Only 15-25% really need English and have 

employment opportunity that reward proficiency in English. 

The other fallacy is “The earlier, the better [in second language learning]”. That’s only very partially 

true, so not really true at all. The earlier the better applies only in favourable language learning 

conditions, especially like in the Netherlands and Scandinavia, where everyone around the children can 

speak English and often does. Even then, it tends to improve native-like fluency and pronunciation, not 

general proficiency achieved as an older teenager or adult; many good non-native users of English didn’t 



get beyond A1 level until they were older teenagers or young adults. In many Latin American contexts, 

early ELT can do more harm than good, turning many children off English for life. 

While I welcome the ideas in both surveys to improve the quality of ELT in national plans (creating 

continuity in the ELT across levels of education, improving teacher competence, evaluating ELT 

practices and results, etc.), I don’t agree with taking the extension of ELT to total coverage of all 

students in primary schools (or pre-primary). See my comments on “Everyone needs English nowadays” 

and “The earlier, the better”. It would also mean investing precious and scarce resources in quantity 

rather than quality of ELT, and in ELT for the 70-80% of the population that doesn’t and won’t need 

English (as well as not wanting it). If 15-25% of primary school children will need English (and we don’t 

know who will and who won’t at that age), probably 20-30% of lower secondary school students, 30-

50% of upper secondary school students, and 50+% of higher education students will need English: as 

young people advance towards work training, work and their adult lives, their need of English (or lack 

of need) becomes increasingly clear. ELT at older ages can target those who really need English and, 

given adequate quality and conditions, can be much more effective. It may produce fewer near-native 

speakers, but it can produce many more good speakers who actually need English with a similar 

investment to that in English classes for everyone from age 6 to 18. 

 

Looking at alternatives and complements to ELT in basic education 

Both surveys are devoted mostly to national ELT plans, i.e. ELT in public basic education, but both do 

also look a little at ELT in higher education, in private education, and in language centres or academies. 

I was disappointed by the failure of the British Council to even mention public university (and other 

institutions of higher education) degrees in ELT and language centres; these are contributing more and 

more to ELT and to English learning, the language centres contributing significantly to the current 5-

15% (future 15-25%?) of English speakers (mostly professionals, graduates from higher education). 

Cronquist & Fiszbein also fail to mention university and higher education language centres, but they do 

include university degrees in ELT among teacher preparation options. Good private schools also 

contribute significantly to the percentage of English speakers, of course, but they serve only, or mainly, 

the better-off middle classes, less than 10% of the total population in most countries. 

Language centres or academies are identified by both surveys as important ELT alternatives or 

complements to English in basic education and ELT options for adults: Brazil trains millions of people 

annually in its private language institutions… 87% of middle class respondents stated that they had 

attended a private English institution… 400,000 Argentineans, or 40% of English language learners in 

the country…, study at private language institutes (Cronquist & Fiszbein pp. 18-19); There are… upwards 

of 70 registered schools across the Mexican states, with a number of companies having multiple 

branches (British Council p. 26). Neither survey includes public university and other institution of higher 

education language centres, many of which serve the general public, including children and teenagers, 

as well as their own students. There’s a public university in every Mexican state, most with language 

centres in every major city in the state. Language centres, then, private (or commercial) and public, are 

an extremely important piece in the ELT jigsaw in most Latin American countries. 

The British Council seldom goes beyond description and information, but Cronquist & Fiszbein often 

do, as here. They see alternatives and complements to English in basic education as a possible way 



forwards: While the focus of this report has been on ELL within the schooling system, it is imperative to 

look beyond formal education and consider ways of leveraging efforts at the school level with instruction 

in academies and independent training institutions, workplaces and households (p. 59). I totally agree, 

and, moreover, I believe money for English classes for everyone in primary (and even pre-primary) 

education, would be much better spent on scholarships or coupons for classes in language centres – 

commercial, university, and Ministry of Education centres, e.g. in schools outside school hours (Davies, 

2009). 

It would have been interesting and very useful if one or both of the surveys had researched how the 

current 5-15% of English speakers in Latin American countries started to be successful in learning 

English, but neither did. My bet would be that most started with classes in a private (or very exceptional 

public) school with good ELT, or in a language centre or academy, or with company classes and use of 

English, or with a bilingual childhood (bilingual family or residence in an English-speaking country), and 

only a very few with English classes in public basic education. Where would you put your money? The 

British Council and Cronquist & Fiszbein have indicated where most Latin American governments are 

putting their money, and what the results are so far.  
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