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The educational process in Mexico
To understand the vital need for
educational reform in Mexico, it is
first necessary to consider some of the
general aspects of the nation’s
educational systems, past and present.

The educational process has
represented a permanent and priority
national concern since the creation of
the Ministry of Education (SEP,
Secretaria de Educacion Publica)
in 1921.

The strategy, during the first
years of the SEP’s existence, was
to multiply the number of schools,
atiract a broad attendance over the
first years of primary education,
and coordinate the work of state
and municipal authorities; in other
words, to design a national public
educational system.

According to official information,
since 1921 noteworthy progress has
been made in school coverage: the
average educational level rose from
one year per citizen to over six years
of schooling; the illiteracy rate fell
from 68 percent to 12.4 percent; one
out of every three Mexicans attends
school, and two out of three children

| of 90 percent, and four out of every

primary system, and over four million
. enrolled at the secondary level.

| have access to pre-school education. ‘

| years, the school population rose

At the primary level, demand for
education is being fulfilled at a level

five primary school graduates have
access to a secondary education.

A complex network of
educational techniques and facilities
has been established at all levels. Over
14 million children are enrolled in the

Under the present Federal
Education Act, in a scant nineteen

from 13.7 million pupils to almost 26 |
million; the number of teachers !
increased from 419 thousand to a
little over 1.1 million, and the
number of school buildings more
than doubled, from 61 thousand to
more than 165 thousand.

Diverse points of view and
differing opinions exist regarding the
educational levels in force before
the present educational reform
program. Among the most significant
of these is the analysis carried out by
the advisor to the Minister of Public
Education, Gilberto Guevara Niebla.

Guevara states that when the
basis for the development of a
modern educational system was
established with the creation of the
SNTE teachers’ union in 1943, and
the last constitutional amendments
dealing with education (1945), the
nation’s educational system
experienced unquestionable success,
and that this success explains, in
great measure, Mexico’s progress in
economic and social fields. It was not
until later that the system went into a
slow decline.

Mexican schools, continues
Guevara, have lost their efficiency in
instruction and socialization.
According to the latest census figures,
illiteracy remains at about 12 percent;
but the percentage of the general
population of Mexico which lacks the
knowledge, skills and abilities needed
for full integration into modern society
is much, much higher than the
percentage of illiteracy. From this
point of view, he emphasizes, Mexico
is still largely an illiterate nation and
at a profound disadvantage in the
competition with other nations.

He also reminds us that in the
past, Mexico enjoyed a system in
which the positions of school
Directors and Inspectors were
occupied by the most highly qualified
pedagogues. This is no longer true.
The SEP yielded to pressure from the
SNTE union and made the posts of
Director and Inspector into seniority-

| based positions; that is, posts which

are no longer awarded on the basis of
academic merit, but by simple
advancement on a seniority scale.

In the opinion of Luz Arriaga
Lemus, of the School of Economics at
the UNAM, following the
establishment of the global structural
analysis model in the teaching of
reading and writing at the primary
level, accompanied by the
abandonment of cursive writing
instruction during the Echeverria
Administration, the nation’s teachers
became aware of the inadequacy of
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the methods used to teach children
their mother tongue, Spanish. The
high levels of course-failure showed
this to be true.

In the same vein, she states that
under the De la Madrid
Administration, teachers and students
flatly rejected the educational reform
proposal which projected abolishing
the separation of secondary course-
work into subjects and mandated the
teaching of several class subjects in an
area arrangement. Today it is clear
that the teachers were right.
Educational reform on the secondary
level had resulted in a deterioration of
academic levels.

The Minister of Public Education
himself, Eresto Zedillo Ponce de
Leodn, recognized the truth of this in
his appearance before the Education
Commission of the House of Deputies
on May 22, 1992, when he expressed
severe criticism of the educational
reforms of the preceding 20 years,
which had generated serious problems
—still unsolved— and affected the
very structure of primary and
secondary education,

But there are also those who hold
that a Mexican teacher, Vicente
Lombardo Toledano, pointed out the
problem over thirty years ago in a
series of articles entitled A glance at
the national educational disaster:
“Ever since the educational methods
employed in primary and secondary
schools in the United States were
transplanted to Mexico in an act of
illogical imitation, the formative
education of Mexican youth and the
socialization of popular beliefs and
ways of thinking began to dry up, until
they became stunted and dangerous.”

Presentday educational challenges
The National Agreement for the
Modernization of Primary Education
(ANMEB, Acuerdo Nacional para la
Modernizacion de la Educacion
Basica) consists of seven chapters in
which considerations, measures and
specific programs comprising the plan

 are set out, as well as taking into
consideration the Mexican Normal
School system in which teaching
personnel are trained for the Basic
Educational level —pre-school,
primary and secondary levels.

The first two chapters include
references to the introduction and past
performance of the educational
system, as well as some general
information on results obtained to
date. We will therefore focus on the
document beginning with the third
chapter, which deals with the present-
day challenges in education.

In this chapter, mention is made
of the efforts on the part of the
Mexican educational system to meet
the enormously increased demand for
education, driven by demographic
factors, while at the same time
recognizing the limitations which are
now evident in the system.

The results of the Eleventh
General Census of the Population and
Living Conditions, 1990, allow one to
see the limitations in educational
coverage with regard to literacy,
primary education, school drop-out
rates and average educational levels,
as well as the marked regional
differences in these respects.

The quality of primary and
secondary education is deficient
because it does not provide the
needed range of knowledge, skills,
abilities as well as attitudes and
values necessary for the personal
development of the pupils and which
would enable them to contribute

| effectively to their own social

advancement and that of the nation.

| On top of this is the added weight of

a centralized educational system with
too many bureaucratic procedures.

Moreover, it is stated that over the
first four years of the present
administration, federal government
spending on education increased by
over 70 percent in real terms. Similar
increases have been experienced on
the state government level. This fact is
mitigated, however, by the reality that
while increased availability of
resources may bring about the
expansion of educational coverage, it
does not necessarily imply any
improvement in the quality of
education offered.

Thus, it is certainly necessary to
increase projected spending over the
next few years while, at the same time,
applying strategies aimed at achieving
positive effects at several key points in

\AAAAAALAAAAALMAALALAAALAALAALMAAAALMAAAALAAALAAAALAALAAAA
One of the main characteristics of the
administration of Carlos Salinas de Gortari
is the carrying out of radical transformations
in various spheres of national life. As part of

this new way of thinking and doing things,

the National Agreement for the
Modernization of Primary Education stands
out. It was signed on May 18, 1992, by

‘l representatives of the Federal government,
each of the Republics state governments and
the National Educational Employees Union.
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the educational system. These
strategies, according to the reform
document, focus on course contents
and educational materials, as well as on
teacher motivation and teacher training,

In addition, the document
proposes increasing the number of
actual instruction days. But more
resources, more actual days of
instruction, ideal curricula, better
textbooks and highly-motivated
teachers can all have minimal effects
on educational quality and coverage, if
they are not administered through a
system which has overcome the
obstacles and inefficiencies of
centralization and excessive
bureaucracy, which now plague the
nation’s educational system.

The reorganization of the
educational system

With the aim of ridding the \
educational system of centralization |
and bureaucracy, from now on the

state governments will be in charge

of administering those educational '
establishments which the SEP had

run, supplying pre-school, primary ‘
and secondary education in tune with
local preferences, as well as
providing for teacher training,
including Normal School education,
education of native peoples and
special education.

The Federal government has
transferred ownership of all school
facilities and their administrative and
technical elements, rights and
obligations, real estate and equipment,
as well as the corresponding budget
allocations, to the state governments.

The Federal government will, at
the same time, promote and plan the
scope and sequence of the educational
system at the national level; formulate |
educational programs and curricula for
the entire Republic on the pre-school,
primary, secondary and Normal
School levels; authorize and approve
educational material proposed for
these levels; edit and update free
textbooks for use at these levels;

ensure a fair development of education
in all of the states, giving special
attention to those regions which
display significant educational
deficits; promote educational services
which contribute to the training and

- on-going advancement of teaching

staff; and promote and support
educational research leading to
educational innovation.

In compliance with Article 130 of
the Federal Education Act, the SEP will
continue to be in charge of the primary,
secondary and teacher-training
facilities located in Mexico City.

The state governments will have
the responsibility of presenting to the
SEP, curriculum proposals for
courses with a regional content, and
their proper insertion in the overall
program. The regional course
contents should ensure that pupils

| acquire a greater knowledge of the

history, geography, ecological
diversity, customs and traditions of
their state.

Reformulation of course contents
and materials

The course contents and curricula for
primary and secondary education
have been in effect for almost twenty
years and, during this time, they have
been subject to only sporadic and
partial reforms; thus, they show
certain deficiencies, as pointed out by
teachers, parents, members of the
scientific community, the SEP, as

' well as by studies and proposals
' submitted by the SNTE.

There is a broad consensus to the
effect that it would be advisable to
concentrate the focus of primary and
secondary education on skills deemed
to be truly essential —reading, writing
and mathematics— which, once they
are mastered in a basic but complete
manner, equip the pupil to continue
learning throughout his entire life and
are also those elements which offer
mankind a basis for rational thought.

On a second level of importance,

- every child should acquire a

~ the pupil begin to learn about the

creatively in modern society. This

| secondary level should also strive to

- and productivity.

|

sufficient knowledge of the natural
and social dimensions of the world in
which he or she is to live, and of
themselves. In this area, the study of
health, nutrition, environmental
protection and the study of the world
of work are important.

It is necessary, moreover, that

ethical principles and aptitudes
which will prepare him or her to
participate constructively and

presupposes a knowledge of the
characteristics of one’s society and
nation, the range of individual rights
and responsibilities, and basic
information about the nation’s
institutions and its political structure.
Education on the primary and

attain a cultural level consistent with
our civilization, our history, and the
national character as founded on the
values of honor, respect, confidence
and solidarity, all of which are
indispensable for achieving peaceful
coexistence, democracy

These criteria will guide the
thorough reform of course contents
and educational materials which
will result in the complete renovation
of curricula and textbooks by the
1993-1994 academic year. The
application of this reform program
will culminate in 1993.

The application of the program
includes training programs in the
different states, the distribution of
support materials to the children,
teachers, directors and parents, and the
implantation of follow-up and
evaluation mechanisms in the areas of
teacher performance and educational
performance in the pre-schools.

In the primary grades an
Emerging Program of Reformulation
of Educational Content and Materials
will be implemented, with the
following goals:

1. To strengthen, in the first six
grades, the instruction and
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practice of reading, writing, and
oral expression.

2. To reinforce the teaching of
mathematics, with emphasis on
the development of reasoning and
precise calculation skills, as well
deepening knowledge about
geometry and focusing on the
ability to state problems clearly
and solve them.

3. In place of the present area study
of social sciences, systematic
instruction in the separate subjects
of history, geography and civics
will be implemented.

. Special emphasis will be
placed on instruction in those
subjects which involve the
pupils’s health and personal care,
as well as educating the pupil to
protect the environment and
natural resources.

As regards secondary education,
and in response to a broad consensus
expressed by teachers, specialists and
parents, starting this school year and
beginning with the seventh grade (first
year of secondary schooling), teaching
separate subjects was reinstituted in all
of the nation’s schools, replacing the
area-based plan implemented almost
two decades ago.

The teaching of Spanish and
mathematics was reinforced through
the expansion of both of these subjects
to a full five hours per week of
classes, instead of the three hours
weekly which had been previously
allotted them; the systematic study of
history was re-instituted, now
including world and Mexican history,
geography and civics.

Re-evaluation of the teacher’s role
The protagonist of the educational
transformation of Mexico must be the
teacher. One of the main objectives of
the educational transformation plan is
the re-evaluation of the teacher’s role,
in the following aspects:
Teacher-training. In each of the
Republic’s states, a state teacher-
training system will be established,

which can organize efforts and |
experiences at the levels of initial
training, in-service training,
instructional improvement, advanced
studies and research. In the case of
initial teacher-training, an educational

' model will be designed on the basis

of a common core area with electives
oriented towards instructional
practice at the pre-school, primary
and secondary levels. There will also
be curriculum reform to remedy the
enormous overlap and disparity
found in the present curriculum, and
teachers will now be trained in
achieving complete mastery of the
basic course contents. The nation’s
Normal School system will be
reformed, including the simplification
of prerequisites and a reduction in the
number of years of study in the
Normal Schools.

In-service teacher-training and
advanced studies. The establichment
of an Emerging Plan for Teacher-
Training has been agreed upon with

| the goal of strengthening, in the short
" term, the teachers’ mastery of subject

areas and thus improving their
classroom performance. It will
combine extension courses,
workshops, collective study sessions
and the exchange of opinions and
points of view, as well as individual
work by the teachers.

Professional salaries. Teachers’
salaries have been subject to
significant increases, though they
remain insufficient to reward and
motivate teachers properly.
Therefore, the Federal government
and the state governments have
agreed to continue the effort to
raise teacher salaries. On May 15,
—NMexico’s “Teachers’ Day”—
1992, the Federal government
negotiated an additional raise with
the SNTE Union. This increase
brought salaries up to three or four
times Mexico’s daily minimum
wage, a figure considered by the
union to be within the range of a
professional salary.

Housing. With the aim of
complementing teachers’ salaries with
additional benefits which would
signify a big improvement in their
standard of living, a special teachers’
housing program has been established,
whereby institutional housing-
construction mechanisms will be
brought into play.

University pedagogical training.
The creation of university teaching
degree programs will respond to two
instructional needs: to stimulate an
increase in the quality of education,
and to implement a clearly-defined
means of professional, material and
social advancement for teachers. A
horizontal promotion system has been
agreed upon for teaching staff at the
primary level. The aim of this plan is
to ensure that teachers may achieve
higher salaries while holding the
same position, according to their
level of education.

A new social status for teachers.
A quality educational system can
only be consolidated on the basis of a
new institutional structure which
honors the teaching profession.
Reciprocally, higher quality
education brings more honor to the
teachers’ vocation. Therefore, the
Federal and state governments
have agreed to promote special
recognition of the work of Mexican
teachers, including prizes, honors,
awards and distinctions, as well as
economic incentives.

Compulsory secondary education
In addition to, and to reinforce the
ANMERB reform program, during its
official presentation President Carlos
Salinas proposed compulsory
secondary education, while
emphasizing that the free and non-
religous character of public
education, established in Article 3
of Mexico’s Constitution, would not
be compromised M

Celia Martinez Zwanziger
Staff Writer.




