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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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