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Almost all children and teenagers now study English at school, and that’s where they’re supposed to 

get a good start at learning the language. In countries where a considerable percentage of people speak 

English as a foreign or second language, like in northern Europe, most do indeed reach a functional level 

in English at school, mostly public school. However, in countries where only a small percentage of 

people speak English, like in Latin America, most of those learn it in private schools, higher education 

or language centres, not in public schools. In both types of country, ELT in schools is by far the largest 

area of ELT, for better or worse (better in northern Europe and worse in Latin America, for example). 

Good models for ELT in basic education, that is, in schools 

Naturally, we’d like ELT in basic education in our particular Latin American country, and in Latin America 

in general, to become significantly better and more effective than it is. Models of effective ELT and ELT 

management in schools may help us achieve that more than theory and grand plans, and there are good 

models in Latin America as well as in Europe and elsewhere. Most of the best models in Europe are 

public schools, but in Latin America most are private schools, though far from all of them. In some Latin 

American countries there are also public schools that are good models, but very few of them. 

What makes certain Latin American private schools good models of ELT and ELT management? Among 

other things: 

 The ELT is well planned and coordinated from pre-primary or primary through to upper secondary. 

 The ELT is well coordinated across all teachers, who are expected to work as a team. 

 Teachers that don’t live up to expectations are ‘worked on’ and, if they don’t respond, ‘let go’. 

 From their first year at the school, students see older students above them improving in English level 

by level and, expecting to improve in the same way, they do. 

 Groups have a maximum of 30 students in them, usually less, and the conditions are generally good. 

 Each school is independent and responsive to its local context, not locked into an enormous regional 

or national system, with its bureaucracy and political vagaries. 

As I said above, only certain schools are good models, and most (almost all public schools and many 

private ones) don’t get anywhere close. In the case of public schools, the first and the last points above 

are highly consequential. There is no good planning and coordination of ELT across all the school levels 

(ELT usually starts at beginner level in lower secondary, even after English in primary, and again in upper 

secondary), and external bureaucracy and politics can impact negatively on ELT in different schools all 

around the country (in the case of Mexico, that means from Tijuana on the border with the USA to 

Tapachula near the border with Guatemala, almost 4,000 km away). 

That’s almost all I’ll say about ELT management in individual Latin American schools. I’ll just add that, 

apart from the development of coordinated courses (with materials, tests, etc.), and the team 

leadership and management of teachers referred to above, many other things are usually part of ELT 

coordination in a school: timetabling and allocation of classes to teachers, substitution of absent 



teachers, records of students’ results, etc. To learn more about good ELT management in a school, if 

you need to, you could identify one or more private schools (not bilingual) in your city or area with a 

reputation for good ELT and try to find out what they do. Perhaps your school is one of them! 

Ministry of education management of ELT in Latin American public basic education 

I’ll now move on from effective ELT management in individual schools, which is vital for ambitious 

private schools, but often difficult or almost impossible in public schools, precisely because of what I’m 

moving on to: ministry of education management of ELT in public basic education. 

One typical element in that management in many countries in Latin America is the imposition of the 

same syllabuses and course guidelines on all public schools across the country (e.g. as mentioned above, 

from Tijuana to Tapachula in Mexico, where ELT programmes and materials should really be ‘rather 

different’). Another is stricter enforcement of the requirement that English teachers in public schools 

should have an ELT-related degree (from an Escuela Normal or one of the many universities that now 

have Licenciaturas in ELT). That’s very positive, but the continued imposition of the same syllabuses 

and course guidelines across the country, inappropriate in itself, indicates that the central authorities 

don’t trust the increasingly professional body of English teachers with key ELT decisions. They may be 

recognising that many teachers are still not professional and some are crudely improvised (especially 

in public primary ELT), but imposed syllabuses and guidelines won’t help much, if at all, in those cases. 

Key tasks in ministry of education management of ELT in public basic education are to evaluate results 

and, if necessary, make changes in order to improve them. In Mexico (and other Latin American 

countries) results seem to have been informally evaluated over a decade ago and found to be extremely 

poor, an assessment that matched research on the level of English of students entering higher 

education (most with beginner English) and estimates of the percentage of adult Mexicans with a 

functional command of English (perhaps 10-15%). The response, attempting to improve results, was to 

start moving towards what has produced excellent results in northern Europe and good results further 

south: starting ELT in public primary schools. But Mexico (and the rest of Latin America) isn’t Europe. 

That approach was probably taken not only because of the example of Europe, but also because, “as 

everyone knows, young children learn languages better than older ones, adolescents and adults”. Well, 

that’s popular wisdom anyway, but the facts (as far as they’re ascertainable) aren’t so simple. Research 

and observation suggest that after late childhood it becomes more difficult to acquire an almost native 

command of a language (especially pronunciation), but that is acquired only in immersion-type contexts 

such as living in an English speaking community or attending a bilingual or semi-bilingual school. In 

other words, not only will it not be acquired in Mexican public primary schools as they are today, but 

little more than a bit of ‘parrot English’ will be learnt in most.  And it’s important to set against that the 

observable fact that teenagers and adults can learn a foreign language well (perhaps you’re an example 

of that – I am). In fact, I’d bet that most English teachers in Latin America, certainly those in public 

schools, didn’t get much beyond A1 level until their late teens or as young adults in higher education. I 

certainly know many English teachers with excellent English for whom that’s the case. 

So starting ELT at the beginning of primary school isn’t the only way, or necessarily the best way, to 

improve results, and it doesn’t work at all unless the ELT is high quality, as in northern European public 

schools. Also, centralised imposition of the same syllabuses and course guidelines (one size and style 



for all) on public schools across a country, especially a large and varied one, may not be a good idea 

even though it’s hard to break from that ‘tradition’. In the case of Mexico, it would perhaps have been 

much better some 10 years ago to explore and evaluate different options in different parts of the 

country or the educational system. 

A very negative assessment of the results of current ELT should take ELT managers in ministries of 

education back to the first of the six ELT management steps in the first article in this series: “Researching 

and analysing the context of the ELT enterprise and the resources available, and establishing 

objectives”. A comparison of a European and a Latin American context and its resources is revealing: 

  

If you accept that “around 25% of school leavers with A2+ level English, some of them with B1+” is a 

realistic and appropriate target for a country like Mexico, these questions, among others, arise: 

1 Shouldn’t having around 25% of schools leavers with A2+ level English as the target for ELT in basic 

public education lead to a different approach from having 100% with B1+ level English as the target? 

My answer is most definitely yes, it definitely does call for a very different approach (or approaches). 

2 Who are the 25% that really need English? Obviously, they include most school students who 

continue to higher education, and others who go into certain types of vocational training in upper 

secondary education. They can’t be identified in public primary schools, but in lower secondary 

schools students begin to show the academic and technical abilities they’ll carry into their adult lives, 

and in upper secondary school career ambitious begin to become clear. There’s strong logic 

(considering all the above, including early-age language learning), for keeping ELT only in lower and 

upper secondary public schools, though in some places (US border, international vacation centres, 

major commercial-industrial cities) ELT in primary school may be a good investment and really benefit 

many students if ELT of satisfactory quality is affordable. 

3 How can we make sure those specific people do reach A2+ level in English (some with B1+ level) by 

the end of upper secondary (aged 17-18)? Well, the best option (perhaps different ones in different 

THE NETHERLANDS MEXICO 

Almost all Dutch people need or want English because 

Dutch is hardly used outside their country and little 

used on the Internet, in business, science and 

technology. English is widely used in work in the 

Netherlands. Most Dutch people are well-off and 

frequently travel outside their tiny country. 

 

The Netherlands is a rich country that can afford very 

high quality public education. There’s no shortage of 

English teachers with excellent English and high 

quality ELT training. 

 

Appropriate objectives for ELT in public basic 

education in the Netherlands: 100% of students 

should leave school (aged 17-18) with B1+ level 

English, many of them with B2+. 

Most Mexicans don’t need English or want to put in 

the work to learn it because Spanish is a major 

international language, used in many countries 

(including USA), on the Internet, etc.  Most available 

work in Mexico doesn’t require English. Few Mexicans 

have the money for frequent (or any) foreign travel. 

 

Mexico is a ‘middle-income country’, still struggling to 

eradicate poverty, provide quality public education, 

etc. Even for the current ELT in public basic education 

there’s a shortage of competent English teachers. 

 

Appropriate objectives for ELT in public basic 

education in Mexico: Around 25% of students should 

leave school (aged 17-18) with A2+ level English, 

some of them with B1+.   



places) isn’t known until different options are actually tried out and evaluated. However, one thing 

is clear: the students must obviously receive good quality ELT, close to that offered in private schools 

with good ELT, or in commercial and university language centres, or the very best ELT currently 

offered in public schools – not the junk ELT or ELT in almost impossible conditions (pity the English 

teachers!) that most school students in Latin America get at present, with the results we know well.  

 

Options for trying to make sure those who need English can actually get it 

This is the next step for ELT managers, Step 2 of the six ELT management steps in the first article in this 

series: “Developing a plan for the ELT enterprise, including types and design of the EFL courses to be 

offered, as well as other services, like certification through proficiency tests”. In the case of ELT in public 

basic education, I’ve suggested that different options should be explored first. Here are some 

possibilities: 

A Extend ELT down into public primary school, or even pre-primary. 

[This is the option currently in progress in Mexico, with ‘political’ and other interruptions and 

modifications. It seems to be a costly general failure so far, because of lack of financial and human 

resources, and a lack of integration of primary, lower secondary and upper secondary ELT, among 

other things.]   

B Work hard on improving the quality of ELT in lower and upper secondary schools (stopping A 

completely), e.g. eliminate any remaining unqualified English teachers (with some qualified teachers 

from primary schools probably available to replace them), split groups for English classes where 

they’re over 30 students, encourage English teachers to adapt courses to local contexts (US border 

vs. international vacation centre vs. industrial city vs. rural area), make A2 the starting point of upper 

secondary ELT with students entering below that level put into an intensive remedial English 

programme, pay bonuses to school staff other than English teachers (especially school principals) 

with certified B1+ English and involve them in English classes and extra-curricular activities in English. 

C Shift ELT to a 3 year curricular + language centre model (Davies 2009). The 3 years of curricular 

(compulsory) English could be at the end of primary school and/or the beginning of lower secondary 

school. After those 3 years of curricular English for all public school students, English courses would 

be free for anyone under the age of 18, 19 or 20 in ministry of education language centres in schools 

after regular classes, and with ministry of education vouchers in university language and commercial 

language centres (where they might be able to study French, German, Chinese, etc., instead of 

English). That’s what actually happens in most of Latin American now, except that the language 

centre classes aren’t free: many students and parents give up on the English classes in public school, 

or want to go beyond it, and register in a university or commercial language centre. The cost (and 

hassle) for the ministry of education would probably be less than extending ELT to the beginning of 

primary up, and the results would be much better (evidence suggests that voluntary and motivated 

study of a language tends to produce much better results than compulsory study). 

D De-centralise almost completely, letting local educational authorities and/or individual schools (i.e. 

the English teachers in a school) do whatever they want, just providing them with very general 

guidelines and options, and with an ELT support website. It couldn’t be much worse than at present 



in general, and some local educational authorities and/or individual schools would almost certainly 

start standing out with much better than average results, examples for the rest. 

All four of those options could be tried out in different places: A continuing where it’s currently working 

best, B, C and D where a state, a city, a group of schools or individual school volunteers to run a project 

for a period of several years. Then results of A, B, C and D (and possibly E) should be compared and new 

decisions taken, perhaps dropping one or two of the options and continuing with 2 or 3, where they’re 

wanted or considered best for the local context. Why bet everything on a single plan for the whole 

country? So far, most, if not all, such big bets have resulted in losses, many of them enormous. 

 

Next article: Part 3 

The next article in this 4-part series will look at ELT management in higher education in Latin America. 

This is where the lack of English among too many students, teachers, researchers and other staff 

becomes very embarrassing, as well as partially crippling academic and professional work. 
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