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ABSTRACT 

Between 2016 and 2017, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) was officially introduced as a compulsory subject in 

primary schools. Prior to this, EFL teaching in primary schools held the status of an elective subject or 

complementary activity, to the point that its inclusion in the school curriculum depended, among other aspects, on 

the school principal’s decision. In view of this, this paper sets to reveal the ups and downs that EFL in the primary 

underwent before acquiring official status. To do so, one hundred and twenty-one primary EFL teachers from 

several provinces of Ecuador were surveyed, and eight school principals were interviewed. The most salient 

features observed had to do with absence of trained teachers, nonexistence of a curriculum for this subject, deficient 

infrastructure and insufficient knowledge in terms of methodology. This investigation has touched on some 

curriculum, logistical, technical and policy-making aspects that the government should pay attention to. The 

introduction of EFL in primary schools since 2016 presents new challenges and concerns, as well as hope for 

stakeholders. In this sense, educators and researchers have an opportunity to help along the change Ecuadorians 

want for their children. 

Keywords: English as Foreign Language, primary schools, new curriculum 

INTRODUCTION 

The first University English Language Program in Ecuador was founded in 1928 at the Central University of Quito. 

During the 30s and 40s, other English language programs were opened in Guayaquil, Cuenca and Portoviejo.  

Espinosa (2007) explained that in the mid-40s, English replaced French as the foreign language of the middle and 

upper social classes in Ecuador. Colegio Americano was founded in Quito during the presidency of Galo Plaza 

Lazo to promote English as a global language. However, only students in the upper secondary benefited from 

learning English at that time. English language was not mandatory in any public primary schools and it only 

happened at private primary schools. In secondary public schools’, principals included it in the curriculum 

depending on the human and economic resources availability. This condition contrasted with private elitist high 

schools because English-Spanish Bilingualism learning became the most important elements for trading their 

educational services during the 1980s. 

Significant changes have been made in the education system after the Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador 

2008.  However, English language teachers of public schools demonstrated proficiency in English at the A2 level of 

the Common European Framework of Reference for Language (MCER) which was evidenced via a series of tests 

given by (Ministerio de Educación, 2011). Also, English Foreign Language learning (EFL) in public primary 

schools (Ministerio de Educación, 2014) was proposed to be incorporated officially from 2016 in all schools in 

Ecuador. In addition to this, Ecuadorian universities have adopted the legislative mandate to introduce English into 

the entire public education system thus, from 2015 they worked on the redesign of vocational programs that 

respond to the identified national demand of English Language teachers. This paper sets to reveal the chronological 

evolution of the EFL in the primary schools underwent before acquiring official status in Ecuador. 

Evolution of English Teaching Curriculum in Ecuador 

The evolution of English teaching as part of the core curriculum in Ecuador has four key periods: the CRADLE 

project (1992-2006), the national educational reform (2006-2012), the project Advance for education (2012-2015), 

and the current period for the massive teaching of English in Ecuador from 2016.  

The CRADLE Project (1992-2005) 

Having as an objective to offer a better access to English language instruction in all public schools, the Ministry of 

Education created the Foreign Language Administration Division [División Nacional de Idiomas Extranjeros] in 

1992, under an agreement established with the British Council.  Thus, the project for Curriculum Reform Aimed at 

the Development of the Learning of the English (CRADLE) was set (Haboud, 2009).   
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English as Foreign Language (EFL) was introduced in Ecuador as a relevant curriculum reform in public secondary 

schools from 1993, whose main objective was to "innovate and strengthen the process of teaching and learning the 

English language, and to provide adequate infrastructure for the development of the new curriculum" (López, 2011, 

p. 41); offering “secondary students a solid foundation in EFL, with an emphasis on developing their listening, 

speaking, reading and writing skills (Caizaluisa, 2012).  So, educational levels in Ecuador were divided in three 

different sections from 1996: a kindergarten, primary school (from 1st to 6th grade), and high school divided in two 

sections lower secondary (from 7th to 9th grade) and upper secondary (10th grade to 12th grade) (Ministerio de 

Educación, 2011). 

 

In addition, the Model for Intercultural Bilingual Education (MOSEIB) was also launched in Ecuador in 1993; and 

it was put in place to recover the language and culture of the Ecuadorian ethnic populations (Conejo, 2008; Oviedo 

& Wildemeersch, 2008). To achieve this goal, indigenous people had to receive an education in their native 

language, resulting in the offer of the Intercultural Bilingual Education (EIB). “The EIB is a subsystem of MOSEIB 

for both the ethnic groups as well as for the rest of the population” (Actores del Sistema de Educación Intercultural 

Bilingüe, 2013; Aguerrondo, Crespo, Robalino, & Van Damme, 2013; Soto, 2015).  

 

However, the globalization tendency led the government to the decision of improving the Ecuadorian population 

competitively in the region which reaffirmed the necessity of developing English language curriculum in Ecuador.  

Thus, the main contributions of CRADLE project were: 

● Ecuadorian teacher’s professional training by the British Council under the sponsorship of the Ecuadorian Ministry 

of Education.  

● Production and distribution of a set of books named: Our world through English (OWTE); which was developed 

considering the Ecuadorian context to be used in the secondary. 

● Inclusion of five hours of English classes per week in the curriculum map in all public secondary schools.  

 

The increase of English hours per week was intended to be done in a progressive manner, starting from eighth grade 

of Basic General Education system BGE  in the Sierra and Amazon regions regime in October 1993 and in May 

1994 in the provinces of the coast. Nonetheless, this did not happen and by 1997 the number of periods of English 

class was still three classes week. 

 

The national educational reform (2006-2011) 

The results of the examination applied to the students of public schools in Cuenca city in Ecuador during 2004, 

showed the low results of 10.3 points out of 20 points. According to Calle (2012), these results were related to the 

fact that "public school teachers did not use strategies that strengthen communicative competence" (p.2).  

During the same year, the secondary was introduced the constructivist model in teaching English which meant 5 

hours of class per week, and some private schools even more.  

 

The main objective of the new curriculum was to introduce technology innovation in educational system. It also 

promoted the development of the human condition, intercultural identity, multi-nationality aspects, and inclusion. 

The reform gave major emphasis to Spanish language and Literature, Mathematics, and Social and Natural 

Sciences. At this point, English was not yet officially part of the primary schools’ curriculum. 

 

From 2009 the Ministry of Education established on the agreement 0611-99, a new curriculum which included five 

periods per week of English class (45 minutes per class). Such reform was not applied uniformly, especially in the 

high School bachillerato, because many secondary schools lacked EFL teachers, many high school principals 

considered that English was not an important subject and parents were not able to pay for extra English language 

texts for their kids. Finally, in July 2011 through the Government Agreement No. 242-11, the number of periods for 

EFL classes in the bachillerato was regulated as five mandatory class periods per week in every private and public 

institutions (Ministerio de Educación, 2011). 
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The project Advance for education (2012-2015) 

The Foreign Language Administration launched in 2012 the Advance English Project (AEP) as a way to provide 

support and guidance towards English teaching and learning processes in the public schools in Ecuador (Ministerio 

de Educación, 2012). It consisted in the publication of the English Language Learning Standards (ELLS) in 2012. 

This curriculum was aligned to a cognitive and constructivist teaching approach with a social and pedagogical view, 

which established the outcomes expected to achieve at the end of a proficiency level, based on the Common 

European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR). It also delineated the knowledge and skills to be 

mastered by in-service teachers (Equipo Técnico de Proyecto Inglés, 2012).  

 

The Ministry of Education assessed 5000 English teachers at the national level in 2013. The results indicated that 

only 2.4% of those evaluated obtained a B2 CEFR and according to the international program Education First, 

Ecuador ranked in 2015 in position 38 of 70 countries in the world where the English language is taught. 

 

The number of students that were admitted at the tertiary level of education in Ecuador doubled during 2014; 

(preschool 317.701; primary 1.825.288; secondary 1.801.918; tertiary 1.458.762) which increased the English 

teachers demand whose number was 213,886 in 2014 (Antamba, 2015). Of that, 67% of the teachers were in the 

public segment, 27% in private schools, 5% in fiscomisional (combined government and religious schools), and 1% 

in municipal schools.  

 

The program Quiero ser Maestro [I want to become a teacher] offered the opportunity to become an English teacher 

of the Ecuadorian educational system. The candidates had to demonstrate proficiency in English at the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) B2 level. They also had to approve evaluations about 

content-area knowledge, logical and verbal reasoning; and the execution of a demonstration class. The current 

English language teachers should also reach the same standard. This program also facilitated the training of English 

teachers through immersion programs in the United States and the Caribbean (Instituto Talento Humano, 2015). 

According to Paez (2013) this plan raised the work in mastery of the language that involves the development of the 

teachers' capacities as they know, understand and use the main theories and research related to language structure 

and acquisition, curriculum, assessment procedures, and ethical commitment. As a result of the program, the 

number of university professors with a master’s degree increased from 7,899 to 11,307 in 2008-2012 (Gallegos, 

2015). However, this educational project was financed with the oil exports revenues until 2014 when the reduction 

of oil world price affected the national economy (Villafuerte and Intriago, 2016). 

 

The beginning of Massive English Language Teaching in Ecuador 2016 

In 2015, the Ministry of Education and Ecuadorian universities network began a process of curriculum 

standardization in cooperation with the US Embassy. This new curriculum for teaching English had 3 objectives 

summarized in (1) Development in the learners of understanding of the world and other cultures, the 

communication of their thoughts through English. (2) The development of the personal, social and intellectual skills 

required to assume their potential productive participation in the growth of the world, and finally; (3) creation of a 

taste for language learning at an early age, through positive learning experiences.  

 

At the beginning of 2016, skills acquired in English were expected to be developed from the components of 

communication (a) listening, (b) speaking, (c) reading, and (d) writing, based on Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (MCER). However, many tasks are still pending to be completed as the EFL teachers are 

being trained, teaching material are being developed, and educational centers are equipped with the required 

technology. 

 

Stakeholders’ perceptions about scenario for English language teaching in Ecuador 

Here are exposed the results of a survey in which participated 120 Ecuadorian English language teachers and 

educational institutions administrators. The 60.6% of participants work in the coastal region and 39.4% in the 

Sierra. Similarly, a 75.5% of the people surveyed work in the urban areas while 24.4% work in the rural areas. 

Finally, 76% of participants were female, 20% were masculine and 4% declared other genders.   
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Throughout the analysis of data collected, it was possible to identify a wide variety of realities from region to 

region. In the Amazon region, for example, teachers in a public primary school are not required to be qualified as an 

EFL teacher, as long as they demonstrate proficiency in any of the language skills. 

 

Table 1 

Current situation for massive English teaching in Ecuador 

Categories Subcategories Statistic 

Kind of teacher  All subjects’ teacher (including English)  85.90% 

Only English teacher  14.10% 

Number of hours class/week 5 hours class/week per course 50.70% 

3 hours class/week per course 17.00% 

Less than 3 hours class/week per course 32.30% 

Teachers’ English level 

(CEFR) 

 

Observation: 21.40% of 

participants had not been 

certified. 

A2 10.00% 

B1 42.90% 

B2 24.30% 

C1 1.50% 

Teaching approach preferred 

for teaching 

Grammatical-translation 43.70% 

Natural 29.60% 

Reading  36.6% 

Audio-lingual 39.40% 

Cognitive 33.80% 

Communicative 64.80% 

Source: Survey applied / 2016. 

 

A typical EFL lesson in primary school has been limited to the teaching and memorizing of a few segments of 

vocabulary: the alphabet, numbers from one to ten, colors, days of the week, months of the year, parts of the body, 

and in some advanced classes the names of some vegetables and fruits. Very rarely, the class involves hands-on 

activities to address the resolution of a problem in a group. Most of these vocabulary lessons have been given 

without context and have lacked meaning and relevance for the learners.            

 

CONCLUSION 

ELT in primary schools is critical since it may become a key factor in determining where English language 

education will go from the basic elementary to the tertiary level. This research findings revealed the following 

challenges: 

(1) Setting clear goals for learning English, in the national curriculum for primary schools that are aligned with 

language proficiency standards of the CEFR, 

(2) Articulating the curriculum of English in a way that promotes gradual continuity from the basic elementary 

grades to the lower and upper secondary levels, 

(3) Developing an effective teaching methodology and adequate textbooks  
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It is crucial for the universities to prepare teachers as reflective practitioners that analyze their teaching and keep 

innovating their practice.    

(4) Establishing an effective system of pre- and in-service training for primary school teachers of English as well as 

a recruitment system for quality teachers.  

(5) It must be noted, especially, that to date most universities train students to work as EFL teachers in the 

secondary, opening the opportunity for undergraduate and graduate English language programs that target the 

primary to be created.  
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