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Abstract 
Proficiency in a second language depends on different factors; some of these are individual, while others depend 
more on the social context where the learning takes place. This article describes a study that examined variables 
that can lead to proficiency in English as a second language. The study was carried out among first semester 
university students at four different institutions, three private and one public, in four cities in Mexico. Participants 
(N=1188) had studied at either public or private high schools, regardless of the type of university where they were 
enrolled. They responded to a questionnaire about their background in learning English, and they took a computer 
adaptive placement test to determine their language level. Multiple regression was used to determine which variables 
can be used to predict scores on the placement test. Results point to reading as the number one predictor of 
proficiency, regardless of length of instruction, previous language studies, or type of high school, suggesting that 
public school students can reach on average the same level of proficiency as private school students, if they read. 
These results suggest that extensive reading may be beneficial in improving language proficiency. 

Resumen 
La competencia en un segundo idioma depende de diferentes factores; algunos de éstos son individuales, mientras 
que otros dependen más del contexto social donde se lleva a cabo el aprendizaje. Este artículo describe un estudio 
sobre diferentes variables que pueden conducir a la competencia en inglés como segundo idioma. El estudio se 
realizó entre estudiantes universitarios de primer semestre en cuatro instituciones diferentes, tres privadas y una 
pública, en cuatro ciudades de México. Los participantes (N = 1188) estudiaron en escuelas secundarias públicas o 
privadas, independientemente del tipo de universidad en la que estuvieran matriculados, respondieron a un 
cuestionario sobre su experiencia en el aprendizaje del inglés. Luego, tomaron una prueba de ubicación por 
computadora para determinar su nivel de idioma. Se utilizó la regresión múltiple para determinar qué variables son 
mejores para predecir los puntajes en la prueba de ubicación. Los resultados muestran que la lectura es el predictor 
número uno de competencia, independientemente del tiempo de estudio, de los estudios previos de idioma, o del 
tipo de escuela preparatoria. Los resultados obtenidos sugieren que estudiantes de escuelas públicas pueden 
alcanzar en promedio el mismo nivel de competencia que los estudiantes de escuelas privadas, si leen. Estos 
resultados hablan de la importancia de implementar programas de lectura para mejorar el dominio del idioma. 

Introduction 
The need to use the English language for personal, academic, and professional purposes is growing 
around the world. Mexico is one of many countries implementing programs to increase the level of English 
among its students in elementary, secondary, and tertiary education. It was the first country in Latin 
America to make English language study obligatory from kindergarten to 12th grade in public schools 
throughout the country (Sayer, 2015). The National Program for English in Basic Education was rolled 
out in 2009, and expanded in 2012. In 2017, the original program was scrapped, but another, similar 
program—the National Program of English (PRONI)—was implemented in its place.  

In spite of these efforts, the country still lags in English proficiency. According to Education First (2020), 
an organization that carries out yearly analyses of the levels of English in 100 countries and regions 
around the world, in 2019, Mexico obtained a low score, and placed 67 out of the 100 countries. In Latin 
America, it ranked 16th out of the 19 countries evaluated (Education First, 2020). Therefore, it is 
important to identify factors that contribute to proficiency among English language learners and use 
these to improve learning outcomes. 

This article describes a study designed to understand the variables which have the greatest impact on 
English language proficiency in upper secondary school students. The study builds on previous research 
into the topic, which was carried out at one private university in a large urban center in western Mexico 
(Santana, García-Santillán, Ferrer-Nieto, et al., 2017). The present study is intended to broaden this 
research by including a larger number of participants in both private and public universities in different 
cities across Mexico. By shedding light on the factors that lead to greater proficiency, the study enables 
us to make recommendations to improve language teaching at the secondary school level. 

 
1 This is a refereed article. Received: 5 June, 2019. Accepted: 13 December, 2019. 
2 ceccius@up.edu.mx  
3 jsantana@up.edu.mx  



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2020 2 
Literature Review 
Learning a second language successfully depends on a variety of factors; some of these are individual, 
while others are social. Among the individual factors, are the learner’s personality, aptitude, motivation- 
both the type and the strength of motivation, learning strategies, anxiety and self-esteem, willingness 
to communicate, and beliefs (Dörnyei, 2014; Mitchell & Myles, 2004) as well as the practical need for 
the language, and a sense of belonging to a community of target language speakers (Santana, García-
Santillán, Ferrer-Nieto, et al., 2017).  

Numerous studies (for example, Dabarera, et al., 2014; Huang & Nisbet, 2019; Robillos, 2019; Santana, 
2005) show that learners’ use of strategies—especially metacognitive strategies—is associated with 
greater proficiency. Reilly and Sánchez-Rosas (2019) looked at the role of both positive and negative 
emotions in language learning. They found that low achieving students tend to experience more negative 
emotions, whereas high achievers report higher levels of enjoyment and other positive emotions. Bonilla-
Jojoa and Díaz-Villa (2019) studied socio-affective factors in English language learning. They found that 
these play an important role in successful or unsuccessful learning. They also found that individual traits 
are important, but that the teacher’s role is crucial in determining student attitudes toward that language 
class. 

Anxiety is another individual trait which has been studied extensively (see Von der Embse et al., 2018 
for a meta-analysis). The authors’ own work into test anxiety (Santana & Eccius-Wellman, 2018; Santana 
& Ventura-Michel, in press) has found that test anxiety is associated to concepts of self-worth, and has 
a negative impact on language proficiency test scores, especially among women. 

Saville-Troike and Barto (2016) also mention the importance of social, economic, and political variables, 
learner experiences, identity, and attitudes. Positive attitudes, especially towards oneself, one’s own 
language, and towards speakers of the target language, have been found to increase proficiency in the 
second language (Brown, 2000; Santana, García-Santillán, Ferrer-Nieto, et al., 2017). 

Social factors include pedagogical aspects, such as methodology, learning context, and teacher expertise 
(Guzmán, 2017), or other external factors, such as socio-economic status and social context. These last 
two lead to an increase or a decrease in learning opportunities (Gholami, et al., 2012) such as interaction 
with native speakers, access to better education, and greater expectations and support from learners’ 
parents. López-Montero et al., (2014), working in Costa Rica, found that students from lower socio-
economic levels did suffer from a lack of opportunities and access to better schools, but they also found 
that these students frequently had greater motivation to study, allowing them to overcome obstacles. 

A previous study by the authors (Santana, García-Santillán & Escalera-Chávez, 2017) looked into 
cognitive, affective and social factors that lead to proficiency. The study found that the greatest 
predictors of proficiency among our participants were type of high school they attended (private vs. 
public), number of instruction hours, having studied at a language school, having studied with a private 
teacher, having lived abroad, and time spent reading in English. Additionally, the study found that 
motivation to learn and perceived usefulness of the language were less important among our population. 

This present study delves into why studying at a private school may lead to better language proficiency 
among incoming students at Mexican universities. The research questions are:  

1) Which factors have a significant influence on English language proficiency in students entering 
university? and 2) To what degree can these influential factors close the proficiency gap between public 
and private school students? 

The following sections explore some differences between private and public schools in Mexico. 
Understanding the differences between public and private education in Mexico can help explain why the 
country as a whole does not achieve greater language proficiency. This exploration may identify, at the 
same time, areas of opportunity to help address the problem, not only in Mexico, but also in other regions 
with similar conditions. 

Public versus Private Education 

In Mexico, as in much of Latin America, English language teaching and learning in public education lags 
behind its counterpart in private schools. As Davies (2011) explains “...generally, results in English 
language learning in public education are still poor, except in certain cases such as public university 
language centres” (p. 5). An oft-cited study by González Robles et al. (2004) found that over 95% of 
public school students in Mexico failed a test of English competence upon entering the university. Similar 
results in other Latin American countries are reported by de Almeida (2016), Mora et al., (2013), Porto 
(2016), and Ramírez-Romero and Sayer (2016), among others.  
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This fact has been variously explained by different factors, including class size, lack of resources, lack of 
teacher expertise, number of instruction hours offered, and inappropriate teaching methodologies (de 
Almeida, 2016; Basurto & Gregory, 2016; Davies, 2011; Varona Archer, 2012). Some of these factors 
will be explored in the next sub-sections.  

Lack of Resources 

A study carried out by Dietrich (2007) in northern Mexico mentions that in some public schools, cold and 
rain enter the classrooms. Urban schools tend to be better outfitted than those in rural areas are, but 
even so, many public schools must make do with minimal resources. Pamplón and Ramírez-Romero 
(2013) and Sayer (2018), for example, observed teachers working without textbooks. They explained 
that the textbooks sometimes arrived after half the school year had passed. The teachers wrote 
sentences on the board or dictated, while students copied into their notebooks, wasting valuable class 
time. Teachers used their own funds to make photocopies of discrete exercises from books, but these 
did not necessarily fit into the sequence of the class.  

Private schools in Mexico are usually better equipped, with computers for additional language practice, 
a dedicated website or platform for extra learning activities, and libraries (Dietrich, 2007; Sayer, 2018). 
As López-Montero, et al. (2014) point out, access to cultural capital in the form of books, computers, 
and internet access, “may have a profound influence upon whether, what and how any individual learns 
a language” (p. 439). 

Number of Instruction Hours 

In many Latin American countries, few class hours are devoted to the study of English. In Mexico, three 
forty-five-minute sessions weekly represents a dramatic increase in instruction hours compared to 
previous efforts (Sayer, 2015). In contrast, to earn the right to call itself “bilingual”, a private school 
must offer at least 10 hours weekly of second language instruction. By the time a child in the public 
system has finished middle school, he will have had 1060 hours of English; a student in a private bilingual 
school will have had almost 3000 hours of English in the same period. Research by Serrano and Muñoz 
(2007) suggests that more hours of language instruction per week are beneficial to learning. Likewise, 
more hours of input have been found to lead to greater proficiency (Muñoz, 2015). 

Teaching Methodologies 

Bremner (2015) highlights the fact that most English classes offered in public schools in Mexico are still 
very much teacher-centered. This is not surprising considering class size and lack of even basic teaching 
materials, such as textbooks.  

In spite of these conditions, the expectation is that teachers will use some kind of communicative 
approach in their classes, and that students will be able to practice their speaking skills (Bremner, 2015). 
De Almeida (2016) questions if communicative methods are appropriate in this context, considering that 
these tend to work better in smaller, more homogenous groups with more motivated learners, such as 
those found at language institutes. In public schools, the norm is for the intact class to study English 
together, regardless of previous knowledge or skills, leading to mixed-ability groups in terms of language 
knowledge. Thus, struggling students, true beginners, and more advanced learners are all studying the 
same material, with varying degrees of success. 

Finally, Davies (2009) mentions that there is no dedicated program for English in upper secondary in 
Mexico. These courses tend to repeat what students have been studying since primary school, following 
the first and second books of the series of any international course program, regardless of students’ 
previous knowledge. 

Reading in a second language 

Numerous studies have shown that reading can help learners improve their general language proficiency; 
that is, reading not only influences reading ability, but other language skills, as well (Bamford & Day, 
2004; Grabe, 2009; Renandya & Jacobs, 2016, among others). This is because reading exposes learners 
to important amounts of input, including vocabulary. In turn, greater vocabulary knowledge has an 
impact on listening, speaking, and writing skills (Renandya & Jacobs, 2016). 

Robb and Kano (2013) advocate for additive extensive reading (ER); that is, extensive reading done 
outside the classroom, rather than in class. As they mention, “[t]eachers who are already saddled with 
more material to cover than feasible in limited classroom hours are reluctant to sacrifice time for ER in 
their classes” (p.235). In a large-scale study carried out at a Japanese university, the authors found that 
extensive reading was effective in improving students’ reading skills, as measured by pre- and post-test 
scores.  
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Nakanishi (2015) carried out a meta-analysis of 34 studies on extensive reading research and found 
significant gains among students who followed an ER program. Ruiz de Guerrero and Arias Rodríguez 
(2009) in Colombia, and Varona Archer (2012) in Mexico, are some of the few extensive reading studies 
carried out into extensive reading in the Latin American context. The former found gains in several areas 
of participants’ language proficiency. The latter offers diverse strategies for implementing an ER program 
in the Mexican context. 

The Present Study 

As can be seen, there are many possible reasons to explain the gap between English language learning 
in private and public schools in Mexico. These reasons include lack of resources, fewer instructions hours, 
and inappropriate teaching methodologies. 

The objective of this study was to understand the factors that lead to English language proficiency among 
students entering Mexican universities. As mentioned above, the research questions were: 

Which factors have a significant influence on English language proficiency in students entering university?  

To what degree can these influential factors close the proficiency gap between public and private school 
students? 

Methodology 

Participants 

The study was carried out among students from four universities in four different regions of Mexico. In 
order to obtain a representative sample, six universities had been selected for the study (located in the 
northern, western, central, eastern, and southern regions of the country) because the researchers had 
contacts there who could administer the questionnaire and placement test. Ultimately, two of the 
universities were unable to participate for administrative reasons. These were located in the north, and 
in Mexico City. Of the four participant universities, three were private and one was public. In total, there 
were 1,188 participants of which 963 were from private high schools and 225 public high schools. Of the 
total 558 were male and 630 were female.  

Instruments 

These included a questionnaire, and an online placement test, as described below. 

Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was developed specifically for the purpose of this study and included seven questions 
plus two identification questions. The questions were adapted from the background survey questions 
included in the English Language Assessment System for Hispanics II (ELASH II) test. On the ELASH, 
the questions are intended for statistical purposes and gather information about test-takers’ language 
learning background and experience, their motivations to study the language, and their perceived 
strengths and weaknesses in English (College Board, 2019). The questionnaire does not include questions 
related to individual differences although these are very important to language learning (Dörnyei, 2014).  

In other studies, the researchers have focused on some of these individual differences, such as attitudes 
towards learning the language (Santana, García-Santillán, Ferrer-Nieto, et al. 2017), anxiety (Santana 
& Eccius-Wellmann, 2018), or metacognition (Santana, 2005). The focus of the present study was 
background factors which lead to greater proficiency in the English language, as measured by a 
placement test.  

The questionnaire asked the following questions. The first two were general questions. The X designations 
facilitate understanding of the tables and graphs. (Also see Appendix): 

i.     Are you male or female? 
ii.   What is your university? 
X1. How long have you studied English? 
X2. Did you study in a public or private high school? 
X3. Was your school bilingual? 
X4. Have you studied English in a language institute? 
X5. Have you studied English with a private teacher? 
X6. Have you ever lived in an English speaking country? How long? 
X7. How often do you read books, magazines, or newspapers in English? 

Question X2 serves to divide the participants into two distinct groups. Questions X4 to X6 tell us if the 
students had access to language instruction outside of their curricular classes. The complete 
questionnaire is included in the Appendix. 
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Prior to this study, The questionnaire was piloted with 218 students at a single institution (one of the 
same institutions in this current study). The pilot showed that the factors that significantly influence 
proficiency were hours of instruction, type of institution (i.e., private vs public), study abroad, and 
frequency of reading (Santana, García-Santillán & Escalera-Chávez, 2017). Questions related to 
motivation to study, perceived usefulness of the language, and perceived ability for language learning 
were eliminated because they did not show a significant effect on proficiency. 

In the current study, the questionnaire was delivered via Google Forms between late July and late 
September 2017. A coordinator at each university was responsible for taking participants to the computer 
center at their respective institution. Students were informed of the purpose of the study and were told 
that if they were not willing to participate, they could leave without any consequences. The students who 
remained were shown a slide with instructions for the placement test, and a link to the questionnaire. 
Individually, they followed the link, and responded to the questionnaire. Upon closing the questionnaire, 
the link to the placement test appeared. Participants followed the link, and completed the test. The 
student identification numbers were collected on the questionnaire, and both names and identification 
numbers were collected on the test. This was done to be able to match the data from both instruments. 
However, any identifying information was removed from the database before analyzing the results. 

WebCAPE Placement Test 
The Computer Adaptive Placement Exam (CAPE) was developed at Brigham Young University in the 
1990s. Since 2002, it is only available online, thus, it was re-named webCAPE. There are versions for 
various languages, but the version used for this study was the grammar test of the English as a second 
language (ESL) version. The test has a databank of up to 1000 questions. Test-takers are given six initial 
questions to establish a base level; depending on how these questions are answered, the test displays 
the following questions at one level above or below, to “fine tune” the level. The fine-tuning reduces the 
chance for lucky guesses, or errors through distraction. Once the test taker has answered four questions 
from the same level incorrectly, or five questions at the highest level correctly, the exam closes and 
displays the level obtained. For the ESL version, levels are calibrated to the American Council of Teachers 
of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) proficiency guidelines, and each testing center matches these to their own 
program levels (WebCAPE. https://perpetualworks.com/webcape/overview) 

For the purposes of this study, the scores were matched to the levels of the Common European 
Framework.  

It is also important to mention that only the grammar portion of the webCAPE was used in this study, 
due to time constraints. Thus, what was measured was knowledge and usage of English grammar, not 
speaking ability. 

Procedure 

To compare English proficiency among students coming from private or public high schools, the first step 
was a Student’s t- test for mean test scores, to know if their means were statistically different. 

The null hypothesis states that both means are equal, and the alternative hypothesis is that the two test 
scores means are statistically different with a significance of 0.05. 

If the means are different, a multiple linear regression has to be run, including the variables X1, X3, X4, 
X5, X6, and X7. X2 is the variable which identifies a student coming from a public or private high school. 

The multiple linear regression line was run for each type of high school. The multiple regression line 
offers information of which variables have a significant influence on test-scores (TS). This begins to 
answer our first research question: which factors have a significant influence on English proficiency of 
students entering the university, for each type of school?  

The null hypothesis states that all coefficients of the regression line are zero, while the alternative 
hypothesis is that at least one coefficient of the line is not equal zero, with a significance of 0.05. 

Of all significant variables in the regression line, which are the ones that contributes more to the test 
score? That is, which ones have the greatest coefficient? 
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The independent variables of the greatest coefficient and the dependent variable Test Scores per type of 
high school are graphed to better illustrate the results. A simple regression line was run with test scores 
as dependent variable and the variable that contributes more to these test scores. The purpose of this 
regression line is to know how much this variable contributes to test scores if it is taken as a single 
independent variable. Knowing this can help determine how to close the proficiency gap between public 
and private school students. This will help answer our second research question: To what degree can 
these factors close the proficiency gap between students from public and private high schools? 

Results and discussion 
Students coming from a private school scored higher on the placement test than those coming from a 
public school; the means are 548.56 vs. 461.14 as seen in Table 1. In terms of the Common European 
Framework of Reference, these are equivalent to levels B2 vs. B1.  

Table 1. Group statistics 

A comparison of means (Student’s t-test) was run to establish if the means of test scores of students 
coming from different types of high school were statistically different. The test found that the means 
were statistically different, with a p-value of 0.000 as seen in Table 2. 

Table 2. Student’s t-test for comparison of means 

Because the means were significantly different, it made sense to examine which of the variables might 
have influenced test scores per type of high school. 

Students from Public High Schools 

Table 3 shows the independent variables of the multiple regression line that confirms the dependence of 
test scores (TS) for the students coming from a public high school. These are the factors which have a 
significant influence on language proficiency among these students. 

Table 3. Multiple regression line for public school students 

Thus, for students from public high schools, scores on the placement exam depended on: how long they 
have studied English (X1), if they studied at a language institute (X4), if they lived in an English-speaking 
country (X6), and how often they read in English (X7). However, variable X7, the frequency of reading 
in English, is the variable with the greatest coefficient. This is the regression line 



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2020 7 
Because the previous regression line shows that the coefficient for X7 is greater than that of the other 
variables, we then considered only variable X7 as the independent variable and the test score as the 
dependent variable, To determine if slope and interception are statistically significant, a simple regression 
line was run on IBM SPSS Statistics software (version 23). Table 4 shows this regression line. 

Table 4. Regression line of test scores vs. frequency of reading 

The simple regression line is: 

That is, 255 points on the placement test is equivalent to an A2 level on the CEFR, whereas 447 is equal 
to a high B1 level. Thus, reading only sometimes has the potential to raise a learner’s proficiency by at 
least one level on the CEFR. 

The graph, Figure 1, run in Microsoft Excel, shows the test scores versus X7 (with values 0,1, and 2, 
corresponding to responses 0=never, 1=sometimes, 2=almost always). The dotted line is the tendency 
line, which provides the slope and the interception. This shows that as participants read more, they 
advance in proficiency. That is, the more the frequency of reading, the greater their proficiency as 
measured by the placement test. 

Figure 1. Test scores versus frequency of reading for public school students. 

Students from Private Schools 

For participants who studied at private high schools, there were more factors which predict their scores, 
as seen in Table 5, which shows the significant variables of the multiple regression line. This answers 
our first research question in regard to students from private high schools. 

Table 5. Multiple regression line of test scores for private school students 
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For students from private high schools, the factors which predict their scores are: length of time studying 
English (X1), having studied at a bilingual school (X3) (that is, with at least 10 hours of English instruction 
weekly, including content courses), having studied at a language institute (X4), having had private 
language instruction (X5), having lived in an English speaking country (X6), and how often they read in 
English (X7). 

The regression line is: 

As with participants from public schools, it can be seen that X7 has the greatest coefficient. That is, X7 
has the highest influence on test scores. 

The following graph, Figure 2, shows the test scores versus X7 (with values 0=never, 1=sometimes, and 
2=almost always), for students coming from a private high school. 

                  a. Dependent variable: TS (test scores) 

Figure 2. Test scores vs. frequency of reading for private school students 

Table 6 shows that the regression coefficient for X7 is statistically significant. 

Table 6. Simple regression line for private schools in variable 7. 

The simple regression line with independent variable X7, frequency of reading, is: 

This means that a student coming from a private high school will increase his or her TS (test score) by 
133.877 points, if s/he occasionally reads in English. A score of 405 is equivalent to a B1 level on the 
CEFR, while 538 is equal to a B2 level.  

The mean scores on the placement test in public and private schools, considering the frequency of 
reading in the English language, are shown in the following Table 7. It can be seen that the averages in 
reading level 0 (i.e., those who never read) are very different between the two populations and private 
schools have a higher average. However, among participants who say they read in English all the time 
(reading level 2) the means are no longer very different. The explanation may be that, although private 
schools have more resources available, this advantage disappears when public school students read in 
English. 

Table 7. Comparison of mean scores with regards to reading frequency 
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Once again, reading has the potential to improve proficiency by one CEFR level, though the gains for 
students from private schools are smaller than those for public school students. In the graphs below, 
test scores versus reading frequency, the graph for public school students shows that reading contributes 
considerably to improving the mean test score. This comparison responds to our second research 
question. Promoting reading among English language learners can help close the proficiency gap between 
students in public high schools and those in private high schools.  

Figure 3 shows how students in public schools, if they read often, can achieve practically the same mean 
score on a proficiency test, as students from private schools do. 

Figure 3. Side-by-side comparison of test scores versus reading frequency 

Our study found that students from private schools scored significantly higher on the placement test 
than those from public schools. This is in line with previous studies (e.g., Davies, 2009; 2011; González 
Robles et al., 2004). Generally, in Mexico, students from private schools show greater English proficiency 
that those from state schools. 

For students from public schools, the factors which showed greater effect on proficiency were how long 
they had studied the language, as also found by Muñoz (2015), whether they have taken extra classes 
at a language institute (Sayer, 2018), whether they have lived in an English-speaking country, and how 
often they read. This is in line with our own previous study (Santana, García-Santillán & Escalera-Chávez, 
2017).  

For private school students, the factors affecting proficiency were length of time studying the language, 
having studied in a bilingual school, having taken extra classes either at a language institute or with a 
private teacher, having lived abroad, and frequency of reading.  

Length of time studying, extracurricular classes and having lived abroad all imply receiving more 
language input. As shown by Muñoz’s (2015) research, more input leads to increase proficiency. Parents 
in Mexico often enroll their children in extracurricular classes in language institutes to boost their learning 
and their future opportunities (Sayer, 2018) 

For both groups of students, those from public and those from private schools, the factor which showed 
the highest coefficient (that is, the one which made the most impact) was frequency of reading. These 
results are consistent with other studies showing that reading helps improve language proficiency (e.g., 
Nakanishi, 2015; Robb & Kano, 2013). What is surprising is the degree of impact seen here. Reading in 
English has the potential to increase proficiency by one level on the CEFR, and the gain is greater for 
public school students than for those from private schools. This is important because attending a public 
school rather than a private school often depends on family income: state schools are tuition-free. Public 
school students do not always have the same opportunities for extracurricular classes or study abroad 
as those in private schools. Reading offers an inexpensive way bridge the proficiency gap between the 
two groups of learners. Creating a classroom library, with one book donated by each student, is more 
affordable for a family than extracurricular language classes, or study abroad. Yet, as this study shows, 
the impact on the student’s proficiency is greater. 

Conclusions 
This study examined the factors that lead to English language proficiency among students who are 
entering their first year of university studies in Mexico. The study was carried out in one large and three 
smaller cities in Mexico in the west, center, east and southeast regions of the country.  

The study has shown how the amount of time a learner reads has significant impact on his or her 
language proficiency. Frequency of reading was an even greater predictor of proficiency than years of 
study or living in an English-speaking country. This is especially true for students who studied in state 
schools. 
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It must be considered that the study only shows correlation, and in no way seeks to suppose causality, 
yet given the results, it would be worthwhile to implement reading programs in language classes, 
especially in state schools.  

Taking into account that students in public schools usually have limited resources, it is crucial to use 
those few resources to the fullest advantage. It is also important to consider that, generally, teachers 
have little control over the number of instruction hours they can offer, the choice of teaching methodology 
or textbook, the class size, or the resources that are available to them. They can, however, decide to 
devote some of their class time to implement an extensive reading program. Teaching students to enjoy 
reading and providing them with engaging materials that they can read on their own will go a long way 
in developing their language skills. The government, as well, should make a concerted effort to provide 
every school in the country with suitable reading materials. The results of this study show that this one, 
small change can have an important impact on their students’ learning.  

Thus, the authors recommend the implementation of extensive reading programs in schools across the 
country. It is relatively easy to equip schools with small libraries of books that students can read, share, 
and enjoy. Regardless of location or socio-economic level, most students have some form of internet 
access, as well. Providing reading materials through the Mexican Ministry of Public Education (SEP) 
website is another option. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 
The study purposely included students in diverse regions of Mexico because conditions vary from state 
to state. However, the four universities in the study are located in urban areas. A future study should be 
broadened to include rural schools, to see if the results shown here hold true.  

The study was carried out in a country with certain characteristics regarding educational practices, 
including a gap between public and private education, class size, and teaching practices. As the literature 
shows, much of Latin America shares these characteristics. It would be unwise, however, to extrapolate 
results to other regions without further research, including replicating the study in other educational 
contexts and regions. Intervention studies to compare proficiency results among students participating 
in reading program, and those who are not, would also be very valuable.  

Implementing a reading program to increase language proficiency among Mexican learners may not be 
easy. Varona Archer (2012) rightly states that, traditionally, Mexicans are not readers. But, as this study 
shows, including a program of extensive reading in English program has the potential to significantly 
increase students’ English language proficiency. At the same time, though, there is no reason to suppose 
that the skills acquired should only be in the English language. As students learn to enjoy reading, 
hopefully they will do so in their own language, improving their overall knowledge, as well. 
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Appendix 
 

Questionnaire 

i. Sex 

Woman 

Man 

I prefer not to say 

 

ii. University where you study  

Choose 

 

1. How many years of English have you studied?  

None 

From 1 to 2 years 

From 3 to 4 years 

From 5 to 6 years 

From 6 to 7 years 

From 8 to 9 years old 

More than 10 years 

2. In what type of high school did you do most of your studies?  

Public 

Private 

3. Is your high school bilingual? 

Yes 

No 

I don’t know 

4. Have you studied English at a language institute?  

Yes, more than two years 

Yes, less than two years 

No 

5. Have you studied English with a private teacher?  

Yes, more than two years 

Yes, less than two years 

No 

6. Have you lived in a country where English is spoken? For how long?  

No 

Yes, less than a year 

Yes, between 1 and 3 years 

Yes, between 4 and 6 years 

Yes, more than 6 years 

7. How often do you read books, magazines or newspapers in English?  

Never 

Sometimes 

Usually 


