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Foreign Language research in Mexico: a 2012-2021 review

Introduction

Implicitly, this book coordinated by José Luis Ramírez Romero, María del Rosario Reyes Cruz, and Ruth Roux, invites foreign language teachers and researchers in Mexico to continue working toward building a robust body of work on this topic and contributing to its further development. Through an extensive review of what has been done in this area in different regions of the country between 2012 and 2021, they point out which are, so far, the successful areas, and those that need to be improved.

They undertook the daunting task of coordinating a good number of higher education researchers across the nation, and in return, they had to examine the work done in their communities over that lapse of time. It is worth mentioning that this project was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, which created a series of additional challenges, such as difficulties in accessing institutional libraries and communicational issues with the teacher-researchers.

The obstacles that are part of the research process in Mexico should be noted too, and the book describes them in detail; specifically, the lack of financial and institutional support. These are issues that will surely resonate with a reader who is familiarised with this context. And, even though those are aspects that need to be handled by the educational authorities and those in charge of developing public policies, the reader is left with a hopeful outlook because of the effort that is constantly made to surpass these obstacles, as well as the positive results that have been attained so far, despite all the difficulties.

The text is printed by the Universidad Del Estado de Sonora, and Comunicación Científica editorial, and can be downloaded online for free. It follows COMIE’s (Consejo Mexicano de Investigación Educativa, Mexican Council of Educational Research) tradition of periodically compiling states of knowledge of the research that is made in Mexico in various areas.

Book’s Structure

Introduction by the coordinators

    The theoretical and methodological approach of the work is described in the first chapter. The authors outline, among other issues, the process implemented to equip the researchers, as well as specific recommendations shared with them, such as how to locate and trace relevant information, the type of institutions they could contact, and different ways to approach them. Likewise, the authors details the criteria used to choose studies: they all had to revolve around the topic of foreign language learning in Mexico, being published in the established lapse time and developed by higher education researchers. Additionally, the book coordinators point out that the languages studied in the analyzed works are English, French and Spanish, all as foreign languages.

State-by-State Analysis

    The following sections include individual analysis of each state. All of them describe where the study was published, its topic, and the authors’ profile; as well as a brief assessment provided by the state's coordinators about the current status of foreign language teaching in the region.

The findings’ analysis of each territory reveals divergences and convergences among them. This is only natural since the development of foreign language educational research depends on multiple factors, such as the geographical location, the amount of higher education institutions, and the availability of postgraduate degrees in the area. Indeed, the reader who is interested in these topics will find a nuanced and concise perspective about the similarities and differences between each region. The overview of the national geography is fascinating since it detects unique situations as well as common ground areas between different places.

Regarding the similarities, states like Aguascalientes, Campeche, Zacatecas, and Guerrero, registered a higher number of foreign language studies compared to the last time span, because of an increase in postgraduate courses there. By comparison, those from Hidalgo and Michoacán explained that the research production in their region is still limited, so they have a long road ahead. Regarding the type of works most commonly published in each area, Colima and Campeche have a higher number of extended memoirs, researchers in Yucatán favor book chapters, while authors in Nayarit predominantly write articles for indexed journals. The states of Guanajuato, Chihuahua, and Chiapas mainly produced texts with qualitative approaches. That approach dominates the research landscape in Quintana Roo too, but it is worth noticing that quantitative studies represent a similar percentage. Meanwhile, Tabasco’s experts primarily opt for a mixed methods approach.

In terms of subject matter, the representatives from Guerrero and Guanajuato identify a need to generate research that focuses on curricular development and ICTs (Information and Communication Technologies); on the other hand, PNIEB (Programa Nacional de Inglés en Educación Básica, National English Program for Elementary Education) is one of the more explored topics in the state of Nayarit, while ICTs are well documented in Veracruz.

It is also interesting to examine specific situations that arise in different places across the country. For example, researchers in Sonora mention that there is a considerable increase in research works, both in terms of quantity and quality, but the challenges and obstacles that they face are the same: lack of training, time, and financial support.

Teacher-researchers from Oaxaca identify the emergence of a critical language perspective because of the genesis of multilingual projects, which helps to reinvigorate native languages, English and Spanish. Also, Puebla registered an increase of teacher-researchers certified by PRODEP (Programa para el Desarrollo Profesional Docente, Teacher Professional Development Program) and also part of SNII (Sistema Nacional de Investigadoras e Investigadores, National Researchers System), as well as the development of research networks. Finally, it is worth mentioning that the representatives from Tamaulipas note that the studies’ theoretical framework needs to be strengthened, while in Mexico’s Valley area the researchers highlight as an opportunity area, to publish works that have a DOI (Digital Object Identifier).

Book’s coordinators’ conclusions

After the comprehensive study of the scientific production of each state, the book closes with a section that analyzes the national scenery in the matter, a useful assessment that offers an all-encompassing perspective regarding the progress that has been made in Mexico.

Different elements of this segment deserve a closer examination. One of them is that the number of research articles on foreign language teaching in Mexico is almost equal to the postgraduate thesis on the same topic. In response to that finding, experts suggest that students should not cease their investigation once they finish their dissertation. They have the opportunity to present it at scholarly conferences and symposiums, and further disseminate it through publication in indexed academic journals. This is a key aspect for beginner researchers because by sharing their studies with more experienced authors, they can receive constructive feedback, develop their research skills, and gain motivation to continue on this path.

Within the publication of scientific articles in specialized journals, a notorious percentage of the analyzed studies, a total of 41% have been peer-reviewed, which helps guarantee a certain quality standard. Nevertheless, only 17% of them are published in indexed journals. This is an important finding, because the fact that journals can be found in different databases, besides certifying the article’s quality, signifies a broader impact on the scientific community.

Another remarkable finding is related to the language that researchers use for their studies. In fact, the percentages are very similar, 58% of the works evaluated are written in Spanish, and 40% in English. Nonetheless, the aim should be to publish in the Anglo-Saxon language, since it has the potential to reach a wider audience.

Likewise, the topics that have been historically more documented and continue to be, are teaching practice and learning a foreign language. There is another category that includes themes that were overlooked for some time but have recently gained relevance: online learning, interculturality, English for Specific Purposes (ESP), and Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL).

According to the coordinators, which are the subjects that should be more researched in Mexico? English Teaching in elementary education, bilingualism, mixed learning, inclusive education, and special needs; as well as the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the language teaching and learning process.

Final thoughts

The findings that this text presents are worthy of an in-depth analysis, for they trace the foreign language research tendencies in Mexico according to what higher education researchers work on. As the book coordinators state, the research teams’ assessment of each region will surely be of use to contextualize new studies, as well as open new lines of research.

Consequently, Ramírez, Reyes, and Roux (2022) outline in a precise way multiple paths through which teacher-researchers can contribute to the foreign language teaching field, by detecting underdeveloped topics in Mexico. This is a very generous contribution, one that allows both novice researchers and more experienced professors, to do their part in the development and reinforcement of this area.

When the reader reviews the knowledge states that have been previously published, the advancement that has been documented regarding the quality and quantity of the national production of foreign language teaching in Mexico can only be characterized as significant. Even though, in the Pending Agenda section, the book coordinators summarize what remains to be known, made, and overcome; they have an optimistic outlook regarding the future of the national scenery. In a way, they remind us how important it is to keep in mind Eduardo Galeano’s concept of utopia: even though the utopia moves farther away with every step we take; it makes us walk, so we can reach it.
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