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While English has been part of the official curriculum in all Mexican public secondary schools for over 50 

years, English in public primary schools is a comparatively new venture. From 1992, more and more states 

started primary school English projects, with different programmes, until the federal educational authorities 

(SEP) began to replace them with the Programa Nacional de Inglés en Educación Básica (PNIEB) in 2009. It 

started from the last year of pre-school through to the end of lower secondary school, covering 10 school 

years. In 2017 PNIEB was adapted into the Programa Nacional de Inglés (PRONI), with A2 as the target level 

for the end of primary and B1 for the end lower secondary. 

From the start, especially in an enormous, varied, developing country like Mexico, there were bound to be 

many problems attached to teaching English in public primary schools, planning to eventually reach all 

children in all schools sometime in the future. The major problems that continue today include: 

 There are not enough trained and competent English teachers, especially for children aged between about 

5 and 11. 

 As a consequence, and in order to keep the expansion of PNIEB-PRONI going, schools have had to 

improvise English teachers by employing people who know some English but aren’t trained teachers, and 

others who are trained children’s teacher but know little or no English – and have to ‘learn’ lessons 

themselves before they can ‘teach’ them! 

 Conditions are usually less favourable in public schools than in private ones: larger groups, fewer class 

hours of English, fewer members of staff who know English, etc. 

 Most children in public schools don’t have the favourable home and extended environment for learning 

English that many, if not most, private school children do (cable TV, Internet, vacations in international 

resorts like Cancún or in the USA or elsewhere abroad, etc.), nor the example of parents and relatives who 

know English, perhaps using it in professional or skilled jobs or studying to improve it in a language school. 

Leaving such issues aside for a moment, I must say that a great aspect of PRONI is that it asserts that all 

children, whatever their background and circumstances may be, should be given similar opportunities in life, 

and around 90% of them attend public schools (that is, PRONI schools), not private ones. English is in PRONI 

because it can open up opportunities for teenagers and young adults, especially those who go on to higher 

education or vocational training, and then to professional or skilled work. 

The billion dollar question is whether English classes through 10 years of basic education, from the last year 

of pre-school, plus three more years of English in upper secondary (Prepa), is the best way to provide English 

to those teenagers and young adults who actually need it, or whether fewer years of higher quality English 

classes would be better. But that isn’t the focus of this article, so I’ll just leave it for you to think about, and 

I’ll move on to my main topic: Teaching English in Mexican public primary schools.  

 

PRONI primary school syllabuses 

The coverage of English language and communicative competence is quite challenging, A1 by the end of 4th 

year primary and A2 by the end of 6th year, particularly in typical public primary school conditions. However, 

the methodological guidelines in the syllabuses and material in the textbooks have many positive features: 



 The general focus is on effective communication, not full grammar and grammatical accuracy, for 

example, “A hamburger, please” rather than “I would like to have a hamburger”, and expressions for 

common social practices. 

 Students are to be exposed to English and encouraged to work out as much as they can for themselves, 

which develops their learning abilities. As a children’s (and adults’) teacher, I love that – I want the kids 

to show me when they’ve learnt some English so that I can congratulate them!  

 PRONI shows the children other cultures through stories from other countries. That’s great at the primary 

level because all children love stories! The children are to be encouraged to interact with texts, both 

through reading them and talking about them, so they subconsciously pick up the language. 

 At the end of every PRONI unit there’s a project, which is carefully built up throughout the unit, so it isn’t 

difficult. Children can show these projects to their parents, grandparents and friends, and feel rightly 

proud of their efforts. 

 The textbooks, which are free, are produced by publishers working closely with the SEP, and they contain 

material for all the above. They also provide songs and games, which primary children like, and beautifully 

illustrated readers with vibrant colours, which really appeal to children. Using the textbooks and readers, 

teachers won’t be lost. 

That all sounds just wonderful, but don’t forget the problems mentioned above. One of them is the large 

classes that are common in public primaries, especially urban ones. PRONI encourages teachers to divide 

classes up and work in pairs and groups, but a big warning here! Most teachers, and especially ones with 

little experience, find group work hard to control, and this is particularly true at primary level, because the 

kids tend to get over-excited. My advice is to do group work in short periods of just a few minutes, and make 

sure what the kids are doing is both easy and fun for them! 

Another problem area you might find is the attitudes of parents, older siblings and others, which may rub 

off onto the children. Older people may be negative about English because of their experiences when they 

were in secondary school (they most likely didn’t have English classes in primary), and because of migration 

experiences in the USA, their own or what they’ve heard and read about. I’ve been astounded at the 

comments very small children have made to me about problems at the Mexican-American border and the 

current President of the USA, obviously coming originally from their parents and other older people. That 

makes some kids feel they don’t want to learn English. 

In short, though PRONI might work well in some public primary schools, or some teachers’ classrooms, and 

in many private schools, the A1 by end of 4th year and A2 by end of 6th year targets are challenging and the 

problems are considerable in most public schools. 

 

PRONI primary school students 

A massive advantage of teaching in primary schools, including public ones, is that kids at that age range are 

motivated by fun and enjoyment! They’re usually happy to learn an expanding repertoire of songs and sing 

them again every now and then, to act out songs and stories they’ve learnt, to do physical activities (touching 

feet, noses, etc., pointing at windows, doors, etc., running, jumping, hopping around the school yard, etc.) 

and games and do them again every now and then. Many of the activities in the PRONI syllabuses and 

textbooks are potentially fun activities. But, of course, for the fun (and not so fun) activities to work, teachers 



have to establish an affectionate relationship with the children and show that they are having fun with them 

and are enthusiastic about the activities. That will make all the difference with PRONI! 

But I said “at that age range” above, and the differences between teaching children of 6-7 years old and 

almost-teenagers of 11-12, and those in between, must be understood. Like all primary school teachers, 

English teachers should have a fair understanding of child psychology and development. The PRONI 

syllabuses and textbooks reflect them, but teachers have to make the happy childlike atmosphere and 

English activities of the first years of primary school happen, and the more mature ones of the last years. 

Again, that doesn’t make the problems mentioned at the beginning of this article, and in the section above, 

disappear, but it can all help.   

 

PRONI primary English teachers in different schools 

In the first part of this article I mentioned 3 types of people who teach English in PRONI primary: 

A  Trained primary school English teachers. 

B  People who speak English, perhaps very well, but have no teacher training of any kind 

C  Trained primary school teachers with little or no English 

There are other possibilities, for example, trained English teachers with no primary school teacher training 

and trained primary school teachers with no ELT training but good English. However, I’ll stick to A-B-C above 

to illustrate ways of dealing with teaching issues. 

Those different types of teacher may find themselves in different types of school, for example, a large city 

school benefitting from special circumstances (for example, in a well-off area where some children take 

extra English classes, or in a well-funded Centro Escolar), a large city school in a poor area, a small town 

school, a rural school. I’ll now consider teachers type A-B-C in different types of school, addressing you, the 

reader, as if you were one of those teachers (which you may be). 

Teacher type A: Trained primary school English teachers 

If you’re in one of the few schools with conditions that might permit you to help your students achieve the 

PRONI targets (A1 by end of 4th year, A2 by end of 6th years) go for it! And if you get there with most, or even 

about half, of your pupils, you (and probably your fellow English teachers and your school) deserve a gold 

cup and deafening applause – but your pupils’ success will probably be enough for you! If you’re in a school 

that clearly doesn’t permit that, be equally enthusiastic, but realistic. That might mean, for example, asking 

for permission to use the A1 textbooks over all 6 years, and not attempt A2. Even then, if you get to A1 by 

end of 6th year with most, or many, students, you should be congratulated because students entering public 

lower secondary school with A1 level English is very rare today – you’ll be helping to create a better 

tomorrow! If you’re in a school where even that isn’t possible, it doesn’t mean that nothing is possible. Keep 

smiling, do your best, and make your pupils’ enjoyment of your English classes your priority. 

Teacher type B: People who speak English, perhaps very well, but have no teacher training of any kind 

The suggestions above for Teacher type A apply equally to you but, in addition, you’ll have a lot to learn 

about teaching English and about teaching primary school children of different ages. You could do some of 

the latter by visiting, with permission, general primary teachers who are popular with their pupils and 

respected by the school principal. Focus on the children, the activities (and changes of activity), and how the 

teacher manages them and relates to the children. For the ELT side, the PRONI syllabuses and textbooks can 

help you a lot, and if there are any trained English teachers in the school, try to visit their classes. 



Teacher type C: Trained primary school teachers with little or no English 

Again, the suggestions for Teacher type A apply equally to you. Your big challenges will be both the English 

language and ELT methodology. The PRONI syllabuses and textbooks can help you a lot with both – keep 

close to the textbooks. If there are any trained English teachers in the school, try to visit their classes. And, 

if you’ll probably be giving English classes for the foreseeable future (and perhaps enjoying it more and 

more), begin to convert yourself into an English teacher by taking English classes (for example, if there’s an 

autonomous university near you, go to its Centro de Lenguas). If you understood most of this paragraph, 

you’re well on your way! 

To conclude, let me say that I hear a lot of negative comments about the PRONI programme, and I think 

some of them are fair, but many of them aren’t. As I go around visiting public primary schools, children are 

becoming more and more eager to run up to me and speak to me in English! That didn’t happen at all some 

years ago! I think it’s a great sign. Yes, they make mistakes, but I can usually understand them. They’re 

communicating in English – voluntarily! And let’s face it, I’m British and I still make lots of mistakes in Spanish 

after decades in Mexico, and everyone seems to understand me – and actually enjoy my Spanish! Some 

public primary school children seem to be losing their fear of English, and just that has to be a good thing! 

So, if you’re teaching PRONI primary school English, keep up the good work to the best of your ability, 

whatever the circumstances! 
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