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Perceptions towards public English as a foreign

language education in Mexico: Insights
from secondary school learners

Enserianza publica del inglés en México:
percepciones de los estudiantes de secundaria
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Exploring students’ perceptions of English as a foreign language learning serves to
understand the achievements of public education. This study examines the percep-
tions of public secondary learners in Mexico. These research questions were addres-
sed: What kind of perceptions do secondary school students have about learning
English in public education? How does their language proficiency affect these per-
ceptions? To answer these questions, a quantitative descriptive study was carried
out with 114 students of 2nd grade in a public secondary in Tabasco. The partici-
pants completed three quantitative instruments: a sociodemographic survey, to
document their background in English and general information; an English test, to
classify them into different language proficiency levels, and a four-point Likert-type
questionnaire, to identify their perceptions about learning English. The results re-
veal that students with greater competence have better perceptions about learning
English in public education and that perceptions about achievements and learning
tasks vary with competence, highlighting the importance of research around key
actors in education: the student, as well as the selection of strategies to improve
their language skills and perceptions about English as a foreign language learning in
public education.
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Explorar las percepciones del alumno sobre el aprendizaje del idioma inglés como len-
gua extranjera sirve para comprender los logros de la educacion publica. Este estudio
examina dichas percepciones en la educacion secundaria ptblica en México. Se abordan
las preguntas de investigacién: ;qué tipo de percepciones tienen los estudiantes de se-
cundaria publica sobre su aprendizaje del inglés como lengua extranjera? ;Cémo afecta
su dominio del idioma inglés a estas percepciones? Para responderlas, se realizé un es-
tudio descriptivo cuantitativo con 114 estudiantes de segundo grado en una secunda-
ria publica de Tabasco. Se completd con tres instrumentos cuantitativos: una encuesta
sociodemogrdfica para documentar sus antecedentes en inglés e informacién general;
una prueba de inglés para clasificarlos en diferentes niveles de competencia lingiiisti-
ca; y un cuestionario de tipo Likert de cuatro puntos para identificar sus percepciones
sobre el aprendizaje del inglés. Los resultados revelan que los estudiantes con mayor
competencia tienen mejores percepciones sobre el aprendizaje del idioma inglés y que
las percepciones sobre los logros y las tareas de aprendizaje varian con la competencia;
resalta la importancia de la investigacion en torno a los actores clave en la educacidn:
el estudiante, asi como la seleccién de estrategias para mejorar sus habilidades lin-
gliisticas y percepciones sobre el aprendizaje del inglés como lengua extranjera en la
educacién publica.
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INTRODUCTION

any nations have incorporated English as a foreign language (EFL) into public
education. Consequently, English language learning has become a matter of

importance for students enrolled in kindergarten, elementary, secondary, and
higher education. Countries have implemented guidelines, goals, and evaluation crite-
ria based on the European Framework of reference (CEFR) (Izquierdo et al., 2021).
The CEFR presents a series of benchmarks to determine the level of competence in
a language; these benchmarks have been adopted in Mexico and other parts of the
world. The benchmarks start from level A1 (low proficiency) to level C2 (the highest
proficiency level) (http://www.commoneuropeanframework.org/).

In Mexico, for instance, public education students are expected to reach a B1 langua-
ge proficiency level by the end of secondary education. Nonetheless, official reports
indicate that Mexico ranks 88th out of 111 countries evaluated in terms of English
language proficiency (Education First [EF], 2022). In Latin America (Education First,
2021), Mexico ranks 19th among the 20 countries evaluated. The 2023 reports corro-
borate the unsuccessful results obtained in EFL learning in secondary learners be-
cause, nowadays, Mexico is in the place 89th from about 113 countries evaluated. The
statistical reports point to a decreasing trend in the EFL proficiency level of learners in
public education. These results indicate that the students in Mexico are not reaching
the proficiency levels that are expected from the Minister of Education. Moreover, the
national statistics show that a small number of people speak English in Mexico (INEGI,
2019). These reports instantiate the claim that the English language proficiency is far
from achieving a valuable stand in Mexico (Charles & Torres, 2022).

Possible reasons for these results relate to school conditions, such as time, class
size, mixed ability classes and available resources (Gonzalez, 2009; Gonzalez et
al,, 2004). Velazquez (2013) and Izquierdo et al. (2016) argue that the teaching of
English in Mexico has focused on the structural elements of the language for deca-
des, even though different educational reforms have emphasized the need to pro-
mote communication in the classroom. The reforms have not fully permeated the
teaching-learning processes of the public secondary schools, neither in urban nor
in rural areas (Hernandez & Izquierdo, 2020; Izquierdo et al., 2016, 2021). The tea-
ching of English focuses too much on memorization and decontextualized use of the
language. The authors assert that the teaching continues to stagnate due to the lack
of didactic foundations that guide the student to practice the language in different
social contexts. Izquierdo et al. (2014) further emphasize the need for teachers to
diversify contents and contexts that favor the integration of the English language
with the other fields of the curriculum. Jaime et al. (2021) advocate that the teaching
and learning of English in Mexico needs to incorporate didactic strategies activi-
ties and resources that are in line with the context, knowledge, interests, learning,
styles, emotions, beliefs, values, discourses, and motivation of students. The argu-
ments have emerged from research that has often examined the pedagogical side
of public EFL education. However, there is also a growing body of research that has
centered on the experience of EFL learning in secondary school education.

In this respect, the studies have explored what students think or feel about their EFL
learning. For instance, Lara (2015) examined Mexican secondary students’ perceptions
about learning English through content. The data revealed that students initially had
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negative perceptions about using the language, but later they felt comfortable learning
English through content. This study revealed that suitable EFL materials and innovative
teaching strategies need to be considered to motivate learners. Méndez-Lépez (2022)
conducted a quantitative study to also identify emotions in a Mexican public secondary
school in Mexico. She identified that female students held positive emotions, whereas
male students felt less comfortable to show their emotions in the EFL class.

The latter studies bring about an important aspect that has been missing in the
exploration of EFL learning in the Mexican context. Probably, this aspect has recei-
ved little attention as English instruction is delivered in a top-down manner. In this
regard, EFL teachers follow the guidelines found in the national plans created by the
Minister of Education of Mexico (SEP, 2018). Nonetheless, attention needs to be paid
to learner’s perceptions regarding the learning of English (OECD, 2013). To fill this
gap, this study explores the perceptions of public secondary school students about
the teaching of EFL in the Southeast of Mexico.

LEARNERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF EFL LEARNING

EFLlearner perceptions are importantin the educational field. Wright (2004) affirms
that perceptions vary among individuals and people perceive different things about
the same situation. Vasquez-Guarnizo et al. (2020) state that people assign different
meanings to what they perceive, and the meanings given to a situation might change
accordingly. Moreover, the authors define perceptions as personal interpretations of
information from everyone’s own reality in which students pay attention to a parti-
cular situation, experience, or action to reflect the way they view the world. Scien-
tific studies have explored perceptions of EFL learning. In these studies, “percep-
tions” refer to language orientations, which help to situate the participants in terms
of how they perceive the English language learning. These language orientations
are related to the study of language learning where motivation and attitudes can be
associated with perceptions. They are dimensions that have been included to define
positive or negative perceptions that students have about EFL learning (Guilloteaux,
2007). Motivation and attitudes exert an influential power on students’ positive or
negative perceptions of EFL learning (Lasagabaster & Doiz, 2016).

In the international context, some studies have tapped into learners’ per-
ceptions of the instruction they receive in higher education for EFL education.
Almusharraf (2020), for instance, conducted a study in Saudi Arabia in which
EFL students expressed their perceptions of learning English. The author con-
tributed to defining the perceptions by remarking that students could change
or confirm their perceptions while they can be positive or negative, and that
perceptions describe how learners engage in critical self-reflection. There is
also a study from Huh et al. (2022) conducted in China and Korea in which they
explored perceptions in EFL students. The results indicated that students positi-
vely perceived face-to-face English learning for communicative competences in
language learning. Dhanarattigannon and Thienpermpool (2022) also evaluated
the perceptions of EFL students in Thailand. They classified perceptions into
levels of agreement that were positive or negative and evaluated them through a
questionnaire in which the dimensions explored were as follows: content, orga-
nization, vocabulary, language use, mechanics, overall confidence, and attitude

4

Manrique/ Izquierdo. Perceptions towards public English as a foreign language education in Mexico
Sinéctica 62 www.sinectica.iteso.mx



toward revising essays. The results of this study revealed that students had a po-
sitive perception about self-assessment as a tool for practicing their writing de-
velopment, and they exhibited positive attitudes and self-confidence in writing.

Cancino and Towle (2022) affirm that is necessary to pay attention to students’ per-
ceptions, as they can provide valuable feedback that could help educators design EFL
courses for students. The authors conducted a study with EFL students in Chile using
Likert scale questionnaires. The findings revealed a significant relationship between
computer self-efficacy and perception toward fully online language learning compo-
nents. The perceptions that learners held toward fully online courses appeared to be
unaffected by gender and proficiency level. In a different study, aimed at evaluating
perceptions in EFL students, Bardianing and Yudi (2020) also utilized Likert scale
questionnaires in Indonesia with positive or negative agreement answer choices. The
findings of this study showed that most of the students had positive perceptions of
each element of the Rhetorical Précis when making summaries of original texts.

There is evidence, however, that learner perceptions may vary depending on their
proficiency (Alotaibi, 2022; Tsai, 2021; Wu, 2022). To define EFL proficiency, Arisman
(2020) stipulates that language proficiency refers to the extent to which a person can
use a language in terms of vocabulary, writing, reading, speaking and communicative
skills. The importance of classifying students into different proficiency levels to eva-
luate their perceptions is evident in various studies. Tai and Chen (2021) conducted a
study with Chinese university students who were classified into low or high proficien-
cy levels. The study highlighted the significance of classifying EFL learners based on
proficiency levels and exploring strategies that can be used in the classroom. This stu-
dy found that the high proficiency level students exhibited more positive perceptions
and better performance in different tasks. To contribute to these types of studies, Unal
etal. (2017) examined the relationship between university EFL learners’ perceptions
and EFL proficiency level in Turkey. EFL proficiency was measured with a proficien-
cy test, which underwent reliability analysis. The study found significant differences
in the constructs of technical perspectives on learner autonomy, benefits of learner
autonomy to language learning, and the role of the teacher in promoting autonomy
and proficiency. However, the data indicated that there was not a significant difference
between learner’s perception and their proficiency levels.

The studies were conducted with higher education students in different contexts
worldwide. In lower educational levels, the limited number of studies conducted
thus far indicates that different aspects of the language learning experience can in-
fluence learners’ perceptions of EFL education in secondary and elementary settings
where English has become a compulsory subject. These studies have also revealed
that learner perceptions can be influenced by factors such as ethnicities, medium of
instruction, and mother tongue (Makipaa & King, 2021). For example, in elementary
education, Salim and Hanif (2020) found that learners in Indonesia with access to
adequate English language learning resources held positive perceptions about their
English learning experience.

In secondary school education, Quadir (2021) found that learners’ perceptions
were influenced by their demotivation to study English as a school subject in Ban-
gladesh (see also Imsa-Ard, 2020). In Jakarta, Depok, and Bekasi, Pardede (2020)
conducted a study to explore secondary school learner perceptions and the use
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of ICT (Information and Communication Technology) in the EFL classroom. The
results showed that the participants’ perception was positive and high in some
dimensions of ICT use in learning: potentials of ICT use to increase learning in-
terest and motivation; the impacts of ICT in learning; educational values and ICT
use self-efficacy. In Norway, Normann (2021) examined a group of upper secon-
dary students’ reflections around their own language-learning experiences in
three project mobilities they had in EFL class. Students’ perceptions were positive
because they had opportunities for learner-learner interaction with other non-
native speakers of English. Cheng and Tsang (2021) conducted a study with se-
condary school students in Hong Kong. The learners were classified in high or
low proficiency levels. The results pointed out that learners with high proficiency
levels performed better in different tasks and held more positive perceptions in
comparison to low proficiency level students.

These studies reveal that there is a growing interest in examining learners’ per-
ceptions of EFL education. Nonetheless, the research also shows that this issue has
mostly been explored in the higher education context. The small quantity of studies
at elementary and secondary school levels substantiates different aspects of the
learning context which can have an influence on the learners’ perceptions. In addi-
tion to the aspects of language classroom experience, proficiency seems to also con-
tribute to the type of perceptions learners hold about EFL education. Nonetheless,
this issue has received little direct attention in Mexico. Thereafter, in this descriptive
study, the role of language proficiency of the students and their perceptions of pu-
blic EFL education are examined together, as recommended in previous research
(Cheng & Tsang, 2021).

PuBLIC EFL EDUCATIONAL POLICIES IN MEXICO: THE TOP-DOWN APPROACH

EFL education in Mexico is sanctioned using a top-down approach, because the gui-
delines for basic education are centralized and set by the Minister of Education (e.g.,
SEP, 20173, 2017b, 2022). This characteristic of the national guidelines’ establish-
ment is congruent with Sabatier’s (1986) definition of the top-down approach to
educational policy establishment. In this approach, the educational guidelines de-
rive from centralized policy decisions which sanction the goals that need to attain
over time. Conversely, a bottom-up approach starts by involving the actors involved
in service delivery in local areas and makes them feel part of policy establishment
by considering their opinions, goals, activities, strategies, etc.

Extensive empirical evidence from the urban and rural settings of Mexico instan-
tiates the top-down approach. Moreover, when teachers are consulted, these consul-
tations tend to focus on the validation of the centralized policies, as the work of Iz-
quierdo and his colleagues have systematically indicated (see Hernandez & Izquierdo,
2023; Izquierdo et al., 2021, 2017, 2016). The top-down approach to EFL public edu-
cation has affected teachers and students as key actors in education. An example of
the centralized enactment of the EFL curriculum is the program PRONI with its acron-
ym in Spanish. This program aimed to modify teachers’ practices through training,
certifications, and different technological resources (PRONI, 2022, 2023). Nonethe-
less, this program did not reach all teachers in public schools (Hernandez & Izquierdo,
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2023, 2020). In this regard, Hernandez and Izquierdo (2023, 2020) demonstrated,
through quantitative and qualitative data, that teachers’ perceptions were negative
towards the centralized EFL reforms (see also Izquierdo et al., 2021). Teachers have
often complained that the training programs and curriculum were far from being sen-
sitive to the realities of the learning contexts and conditions of learners in urban and
rural areas. It is within this context, that the current study aims to examine the per-
ceptions that young secondary school learners from different proficiency levels have
regarding English language learning in the Southeast of Mexico. Subsequently, two
research questions were addressed.

*What kind of perceptions do public secondary school learners hold about their
EFL learning experience?

*How does their EFL proficiency affect their perceptions?

METHOD

Research Design

To answer these research questions, this quantitative study draws on a descriptive
study design. This design enables the collection of numerical data without altering
the natural conditions of the students (Cohen et al.,, 2007). The quantitative data
were collected from 114 students in the 2nd grade of a public secondary school
located in Southeast Mexico. To assess their English proficiency level, a proficiency
test was administered to the sample of students. Their perception data was collec-
ted using a survey and a 4-point Likert scale questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2018). Ba-
sed on the research design, the data was analyzed to identify relationships between
the perception and proficiency variables. The following sections provide detail in-
formation on the different research components of the study.

Variables

In this study, both an independent and a dependent variable were considered. The
independent variable is the level of L2 proficiency of the learners while the depen-
dent variable is their perceptions of EFL learning.

The level of proficiency was determined using an adapted version of an interna-
tional English proficiency test. The test results were used to classify the secondary
school students into two proficiency conditions: low proficiency level and interme-
diate proficiency level. The dependent variable encompasses the perceptions of the
EFL learning experience held by the secondary school learners. Through their an-
swers in a Likert scale questionnaire, the learners indicated how they perceive the
process of English language learning in public education.

Context & Participants

The current study was conducted in a public secondary school in the Mexican state
of Tabasco. The participating secondary school was selected due to accessibility and
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the expressed interest of the school administration and teacher in the study. In the
selected school, the total number of students enrolled in the morning shift is N=806
and their age ranged from 13 to 14 years. The students attended regular English
classes which are part of the Mexican curriculum within the EFL subject. With this
population, non-probabilistic convenience sampling was used (Cohen et al., 2018).
The final dataset included responses from N=114 students (62 male, 51 female and
1 other genre) in Grade 2 who consented to participate in the study. The study had
the approval of the authorities and teacher from the chosen public Mexican secon-
dary. Ethical and consent forms were handed out to participants and all the people
involved in the project signed these forms before taking part in the present study.

Data Collection Instruments

Survey: design, validity, and reliability

Lodico et al. (2006, p. 66) point out that surveys can be used to collect different data
types and thereby obtain general information from the participants in a study. The
survey had the following sections: section 1. General information, section 2. Back-
ground of English language study, section 3. Modalities of English language study
and section 4. Background of content-based English study. The type of questions
included multiple choice and some closed-ended questions. The instrument was ad-
ministered in Spanish. The survey was subject to content, ecological, and face vali-
dity. Content validity was conducted with three teachers from the secondary school.
The ecological and face validity were conducted with 114 participants in different
groups from the public secondary school selected. These learners were also in Gra-
de 2 and were different from the final sample.

Validity is how well the tool measures what it aims to measure (Boyle & Fisher,
2007, p. 59). To establish content validity, a group of expert judges evaluated the di-
fferent sections and questions in the survey. These three expert judges have under-
graduate degrees in foreign language teaching and hold language proficiency certi-
ficates; one of them has a master’s degree. All of them have more than ten years of
EFL teaching experience in public and private elementary and secondary education.
They indicated that they were familiar with the use of surveys, proficiency tests and
questionnaires in secondary level education, as they have participated in EFL se-
condary education research projects. The judges first signed consent and approval
forms. They were provided with a quantitative matrix in an Excel document to as-
sess and grade the question and section. The following questions were asked: “Is the
item consistent?”, “Is the item clear?”, and “Is the item relevant?” If the judges agreed
the question met the characteristics, they graded with a 1(yes), whereas if they disa-
greed or felt the question did not meet the characteristics, they graded with a 2 (no).

Furthermore, the survey underwent ecological validity assessment in which it
was administered to different secondary groups. Notes were taken to evaluate if the
survey items were clear and consistent, and any items that were found to be unclear
or inconsistent were marked.
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Face validity was addressed when the instrument determined if it “looks like it
is going to measure what it measures”. The students and the teacher completed the
survey while the researcher took notes about the performance in the application.

During the pilot stage, after conducting content validity, in section number one, item
one was modified in the last word. Instead of saying “Write your current age” it ended
up saying “Write your age”. In the item number two, the options were: “a) male” or “b)
woman”. Other items were changed too: item 3 and 4 in section 1 and section 2, item 1.

During ecological validity, in the first section, some students mentioned the need
to utilize an option C that included: “other”. Most of the students had questions about
item 6, they did not understand what socioeconomical status meant.

For face validity, the EFL teacher remarked the importance or excluding item 6 in
section 1. Upon completion of the different validity procedures, the survey included
four sections with a total of 22 items.

Perception questionnaire: design, validity, and reliability

This instrument consisted of a series of items with 4-point Likert scale (adapted
version from Lasagabaster & Doiz, 2016). The scale included two choices for disa-
greement (i.e., totally disagree, partially disagree) and two choices for agreement
(i.e., partially agree, totally agree). The instrument was administered in Spanish. The
following sections discuss the different types of validity and reliability procedures
conducted with this instrument, including content and ecological validity.

Content validity was assessed by the expert judges that were referred to in the
previous sections. The judges participated in a video recorded session where they
evaluated the different dimensions and items developed in the questionnaire with
the same questions and procedure as the previous section in the survey.

For ecological validity, the questionnaire was administered to 114 voluntary lear-
ners who provided their opinions about the relevance of the questionnaire items.
Throughout the process, ethical principles and consent guidelines were followed,
consistent with the other instruments used in this research (Cohen et al., 2018).

Boyle and Fisher (2007) and Cohen et al. (2007) emphasize that reliability invol-
ves assessing the consistency and accuracy in the data collected through an instru-
ment. Various authors suggest that reliability entails evaluating the consistency and
stability of the data obtained from questionnaire items (Cohen et al., 2007; Field,
2013). Reliability can be examined at different levels, including stability, equivalen-
ce, and internal consistency. Internal consistency is typically assessed using measu-
res such as Cronbach’s Alpha or Coefficient Alpha (Cohen et al., 2018). In this study,
the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was calculated using the statistical software SPSS
v.25. The coefficient was evaluated for each dimension of the questionnaire, and a
reliability threshold of .70 or higher was considered acceptable.

During the pilot stage, for content validity, the expert judges made comments and
adjustments in the items. The first item was modified: “Practice grammar should
be important in English class. Example: learn the present simple or other grammar
tense”. Several items were modified too: 2 to 15 items.
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As ecological validity was checked, most of the students did not understand what
the word “grammar” meant in the first item. Many students had doubts regarding
items 10 and 14.

During the reliability analyses, dimension 1, Perceptions regarding the practice
of English skills, items were analyzed and tested by Cronbach’s Alpha. The alpha
obtained was satisfactory (a= 0.70), as the test results yielded favorable internal
consistency in this section. Therefore, this section included 7 items as part of dimen-
sion 2. For perceptions regarding the English class, the alpha obtained was below
the level of acceptance (a= 0.28); thus, these results were not considered favorable,
and the complete dimension was excluded in further analyses. In the dimension 3,
self-efficacy in English learning, the alpha obtained was satisfactory (a= 0.83), and
the test results yielded favorable internal consistency in this dimension.

To sum up, after the validity and reliability procedures, the questionnaire inclu-
ded only two sections: Perceptions regarding the practice of English skills and self-
efficacy in learning English. The former had seven items and the latter six. In total,
the questionnaire had 13 items.

Test: design, validity, and reliability

The test aimed to measure the English language proficiency level of secondary lear-
ners based on a global score. The global scores were used to categorize students
into two proficiency conditions: low proficiency level or intermediate proficiency
level. The test was adapted from a standardized A2 Key level test from Cambridge
(Cambridge, 2020). The initial version of this test included the following sections:
listening, speaking, writing and use of English. The original version comprised open
questions, writing spaces for student responses, and multiple-choice questions. An
answer key was provided for the multiple-choice questions, and the test had a du-
ration of 110 minutes. However, for the purpose of this research conducted in a
secondary setting, the original version required adaptation.

During the adaptation process, several modifications were made to the test. Two
versions of the test were created for reliability purposes. The reading comprehension
section in version 1 had 1-18 questions, while in version 2 it had 13-30 questions. The
use of English section in version 1 had 19-30 questions, whereas in version 2 it had
1-12 questions. All question instructions were presented in Spanish, and for each test
question the students were given multiple choices to select from. The total number of
items across these sections added up to 30. This version underwent content and face
validity checks, as well as reliability procedures to ensure the stability of answers.

Content validity was established by making professional judgements regarding
the relevance of the test prompts (Cohen et al., 2018). For this research, the adap-
ted version of the test was reviewed by the three expert judges who were refe-
rred to in the previous sections. Moreover, a new judge participated in the validity
and reliability analysis phases. This judge is a quantitative research specialist who
holds a PhD in Second Language Education and has conducted research on the
learning of foreign languages in Mexico and abroad. The researcher has published
in top-tier national and international second language education journals. The ex-
perts engaged in discussions to determine the sections of the test that were sui-
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table for inclusion in the study. They assessed the appropriateness and relevance
of the test questions for measuring the proficiency of secondary school learners.

Afterwards, face validity was checked by piloting the test in different secondary
groups and having the test checked by their respective English teachers once again.
Following the test administration, some students provided their feedback on the
instrument, and the researcher took notes regarding the administration process
and participants’ opinions. The procedures adhered to ethical and consent princi-
ples (Cohen et al,, 2018), and the maximum duration of the test was one hour.

To ensure reliability, the stability of the learners’ answers was verified (Cohen et
al., 2018). As such, two versions (1 and 2) of the test were administered. Both ver-
sions included the same prompts, but the order of the sections altered between the
versions. The test administration was organized to ensure an equal distribution of
the versions across classrooms.

During the verification of content validity, the experts considered that it was ne-
cessary to keep the reading and writing sections, but with some adjustments in the
writing section. Throughout these discussions, the grammar, content, and vocabu-
lary found in the test were identified and recorded in a chart (See Figure).

Language Vocabulary Words
Grammar

Simple Present, modals, possessive noun

Simple present, can, object proneuns

Imperative, comparative

Simple present, can, modal verbs, future will

Future will

Simple past, past continous

Wh questions in present simple

‘Wh questions in present simple, -ing nouns

Wh questions in present simple, possessive adjective
'Wh questions in present simple, -ing nouns

Wh questions in past simple, -ing nouns, passessive adjective
Wh questions in present simple, -ing nouns, possessive adjective
Wh questions in present simple, -ing nouns, comparative
Possessive nouns ('s)

Past simple

Past simple

was/were, superlative

Simple present, future will

was/were

past progressive

Past simple

Time expressions in past

Past simple

Past simple

articles and demonstratives

prepositions

prepositions

present simple

infinitive form
connectors

Adjective, any/some

verbs

Adjectives

Verbs

Desserts, parts of the day

school vocabulary, days of the week
Magazines and blog vocabulary
Magazines and blog vocabulary
Magazines and blog vocabulary
Magazines and blog vocabulary
Magazines and blog vocabulary
Magazines and blog vocabulary, family members
Magazines and blog vocabulary, adjectives, any/some
Occupations

Adverbs, adjectives

Family members

Prepositions

Verbs

school vocabulary

Verbs

Nouns

Past expressions

Verbs

Irregular verbs

Articles, demonstratives
Prepositions

Prepositions

Verbs

verhs

Conjunctions

Figure. Grammar, content, and vocabulary Identified by experts in the adapted version.

During face validity, the EFL teacher from the secondary school mentioned that
the test was suitable for the learners. He considered that the level of difficulty was
not a problem; however, the students considered that the level of difficulty was
high and challenging for them.

To verify reliability between test versions, first, the normality test was run separately
per version (1 or 2). The Kolmogorov-Smirnov yielded a significant result for version 1
and version 2. Therefore, the scores were not normally distributed in either version. In
the absence of a normal distribution, the Mann-Whitney analyses for unrelated samples
were used to check the stability of answers between test versions. The global results
confirmed that global scores did not differ significantly between versions.
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RESULTS

Survey Results

The survey collected sociodemographic information and background of the partici-
pants in this study. The analyses focused on the frequencies of answers to interpret
the different sections and questions presented to the secondary learners. The first
results were the following ones:

The frequency analyses revealed that most students’ age was around 13 years old
(56.1%). The preponderant genre in students is male (54.4%). Nearly all students
spoke Spanish (99.1%) only one student reported that one of their parents had high
proficiency in English. Most of the students live with more than two family mem-
bers (86.8%) and the socioeconomic level that students consider having is medium
(87.7%) (see Appendix Table 1).

The frequency analyses reported that most of the students had studied English
until secondary school (53.5%). Most of the students had only studied in public
schools (78.9%) and most of the students had studied English only with the regular
English classes at school (80.7%) (see Appendix Tables 2 and 3).

Based on the results obtained, most of the students had studied English in an on-
line modality due to the pandemic and participated in EFL classes. A surprising fact
is to see that most of EFL students reported having practiced speaking, writing, and
listening in their classes and a few students indicated to have practiced grammar in
EFL class (see Appendix Table 4).

Proficiency Test: Global Scores & Proficiency Grouping

The results obtained from the 30 test questions revealed the following proficiency
results. First, the population mean, and standard deviation were computed to start
the process of proficiency grouping using Z-Scores.

Using the Z-scores, the participants were divided into Low proficiency and In-
termediate proficiency. The classification was the following one: If the participant
obtained a -1 z-score or below, the participant was classified as Low proficiency (n
=42); and if the participant obtained a 1 z-score or above, the participant was clas-
sified as Intermediate proficiency (n = 18) (see Appendix Table 5).

Due to the absence of normality in the results, non-parametric analyses were con-
ducted to identify the differences between both groups. The Mann-Whitney analysis
confirmed the differences between both proficiency groups of learners. The next
section covers the results obtained in the EFL Perception Questionnaire applied to
the learners.

Perception Questionnaire: Results

Regarding section 1 of the EFL perception questionnaire, this section incorporated
items 1 to 7 and explored perceptions regarding the practice of English Skills. The
results obtained in the item 1: English grammar should be important in English
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class yielded a positive skewed perception among the whole participants. The same
situation happened with the items that explored English reading importance in EFL
class (item 2), English writing (item 3), vocabulary in English class (item 4), pronun-
ciation (item 5), listening (item 6) and speaking (item 7).

Regarding section 3 of the same instrument, this dimension incorporated the self-
efficacy in learning English to items 17-22 in which the results obtained were: Item
17 was: [ have improved my reading in my English class, 51% of the students partia-
lly agree, which could reveal that half of the group yielded a positive perception and
half of the group a negative perception. The same happened with item 18 when the
students were asked if they had improved their ability to speak in their English class,
41.2% yielded a partially agreement. In item 19, 34.2% of the students yielded negati-
ve perception and 36.8% a positive perception. In the case of the perception in item 20
about if the student perceived to have improved his or her own listening comprehen-
sion, 48.2% of students partially agree. The same partially agreement happened with
vocabulary and grammar in the final two items with a similarity in 44% of students.

Dimension 1: Comparison between Proficiency Groups

The results from the EFL Perception Questionnaire and the EFL Proficiency Test ser-
ved to determine if there was a relationship between the proficiency level that the
student has and his or her perceptions. The dimension 1 included items to explore
perceptions regarding the practice of English skills and the descriptive statistics ob-
tained in the participants are presented in Appendix Table 6.

Non-parametric analyses were conducted to verify if there were differences bet-
ween the proficiency groups. Mann-Whitney test results confirmed that there were
no differences between the low and intermediate proficiency learners regarding the
practice of English skills. All group learners yielded the same perception of the practi-
ce of writing, vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, listening and speaking. There was
no relationship between their proficiency level and their perceptions in this section.

Dimension 3: Comparison between Proficiency Groups

The comparisons between the EFL Perception Questionnaire and the EFL Proficien-
cy Test were run in dimension 3. Self-Efficacy in Learning English. This was done to
evaluate if there was an effect between this dimension and the EFL proficiency that
the learners have. The results obtained are in Appendix Table 7.

The non-parametric analysis Mann-Whitney U was conducted to verify differences
between proficiency level of the student and results obtained in the EFL Perception
Questionnaire. The results indicated that there were differences between low and inter-
mediate proficiency group learners in their perceptions of self-efficacy in learning EFL.

DISCUSSION

There is a need to conduct research in secondary education settings and collect data to
understand the perceptions of EFL learners. Additionally, EFL education is still delive-
red using a top-down center approach (SEP, 2020) and it requires further attention to
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understand what students at the basic educational levels in public educations percei-
ve about their EFL classrooms. The research questions in this study were to identify
how the L2 proficiency of public education learners affected their perceptions about
EFL learning. The first research question addressed what kind of perceptions public se-
condary learners hold about their EFL learning. The adapted version of the question-
naire (Lasagabaster & Doiz, 2016) was submitted to validity and reliability procedu-
res to gather a final version of an instrument to obtain reliable and generalizable data
about EFL learners’ perceptions. The EFL perceptions questionnaire was modified by
following the principles of quantitative research on its elaboration (Cohen et al., 2018).
This instrument focused on exploring the construct of EFL perceptions among secon-
dary learners, earners, as addressed in various theories (Guilloteaux, 2007; Vazquez-
Guarnizo et al,, 2020; Wright, 2004).

The administration of this instrument provided relevant findings for EFL re-
search, as it prioritizes the participation of EFL learners in expressing their percep-
tions about their learning experiences and instruction received. For example, in the
research conducted in China and Korea by Hu et al. (2022), it was found that EFL
learners positively perceive practicing speaking in class and this finding contributed
to evaluate the importance of EFL skills in class. This finding was corroborated by
the positive perceptions expressed by the EFL secondary students in this research
regarding the practice of various EFL skills. The quantitative results show that EFL
learners from both low and intermediate proficiency levels had a positive percep-
tion about the importance of the integration of vocabulary, speaking, writing, rea-
ding, and listening in the EFL classes. These findings align with the results of studies
by Unal et al. (2017) in Turkey and Salim and Hanif in Indonesia (2020), which su-
ggested that there were no differences in the perceptions of EFL learning based on
students’ proficiency levels. They also emphasize the significance of practicing di-
fferent skills in EFL classes and how learners from different proficiency levels hold
positive perceptions when these skills are integrated into teaching and learning,.

One contribution of this quantitative questionnaire is its applicability in various set-
tings, not limited to EFL secondary learners in similar contexts. It can be administered
across different levels and educational contexts. Several studies conducted worldwide
have aimed to explore EFL learners’ perceptions, such as in elementary education in
Indonesia (Salim & Hanif, 2020), secondary education in Bangladesh (Quadir, 2021),
secondary schools in Kakarta, Depok, and Bekasi (Pardede, 2020), upper secondary
learners in Norway (Normann, 2021), and secondary learners in Hong Kong (Cheng
& Tsang, 2021). This research, along with further research globally, can benefit from
the use of EFL perception questionnaires that follow quantitative research principles
and validity and reliability procedures to obtain generalizable data from EFL students.

Regarding dimension 1: Perceptions towards the practice of EFL skills, all students
held similar perceptions regarding what they need to practice and how things should
be taught (including grammar, reading, writing, vocabulary, and pronunciation). This
finding is consistent with the results from Arisman (2020), which suggests that lan-
guage proficiency is linked to the idea of performing in vocabulary, reading, writing,
speaking and different EFL skills, and that EFL learners require interaction in class
to develop positive perceptions about the teaching received, thereby increasing their
interest and motivation. These results present a challenge for EFL classes when EFL
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learners demand the incorporation of these language elements into daily teaching
practice and learning. However, EFL teachers need to adhere to the curriculum in ac-
cordance with the educational level and work with the available sources they have in
their schools (Vazquez-Guarnizo, 2020). This constitutes a major challenge for EFL
teachers when they attempt to meet students’ expectations and incorporate top-down
approaches to EFL teaching. Moreover, the secondary curriculum in Mexico does not
consider students’ perceptions of EFL learning and teaching, designing guidelines and
expected outcomes. It is designed in a top-down manner (SEP, 2018, 2017a, 2017b).

The recent curriculums (SEP, 2023, 2022) need to reconsider the importance of EFL
learning in basic education at secondary level. These guidelines have a significant im-
pact on EFL classes, teaching, and learning hindering the incorporations of further
improvements in EFL skills practice for secondary learners in Mexico. For example,
the fact that students’ interests should be considered in the reality of the students in
EFL classrooms and the importance of developing professional competencies in EFL
teachers to enhance their practice to promote the transversality of the curriculum
and the social function of the English language in secondary education (Izquierdo et
al,, 2014). Observations of EFL teaching practices indicate that language teaching is
structured based, because there is no integration of cultural aspects and no integra-
tion of other relevant aspects of the curriculum. Another example could be seen in
Izquierdo et al. (2016), in which teachers alternate between English and Spanish in
the classroom. Izquierdo’s analysis of the classroom language indicate that Spanish is
used for communicative purposes, whereas English is used to explain grammar rules.
Thereafter, the use of English in the classroom remains far from being the means of
communication. Instead, English remains the object of study. These challenges in in-
corporating EFL for communicative purposes in EFL classrooms are consistent with
curriculum problems found in research in various countries: Israel (Awayed-Bishara,
2021), Saudi Arabia (Elyas & Badawood, 2017) and South Korea (Yang & Jang, 2020).

In the EFL perception questionnaire, dimension 3 focused on self-efficacy in EFL
learning. The results showed that proficiency level has an impact on how students
perceive their improvement and achievements through public education. Some stu-
dents perceived they had improved the language system such as grammar and vo-
cabulary, as well as in the skills of reading, speaking, writing, and listening. On the
other hand, some students expressed more negative perceptions regarding their
improvements in EFL skills. These differences were identified when students were
classified in two EFL proficiency levels: low and intermediate. This dimension also
answered research question 2 which investigated the influence of L2 proficiency
on students’ perceptions. Regarding research question 2, these dimensions explo-
red how EFL learners perceived EFL classes and their self-efficacy in EFL learning.
The quantitative results showed that learners with a higher proficiency level ex-
hibited more positive perceptions of having acquired various EFL skills compared
to students with a lower proficiency level. The questionnaire data indicated that
proficiency level plays an important role in the perceptions of EFL learning among
students. This data allowed to see proficiency as an important element in EFL edu-
cation that has an impact on EFL learners’ perceptions. This finding aligns with pre-
vious studies that examined the relationship between perceptions, EFL proficiency,
and their impact on students’ positive or negative perceptions (Almusharraf, 2021;
Cancino & Towle, 2022; Dhanarattigannon & Thienpermpool, 2022).
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These studies highlight the importance of self-efficacy in EFL learning and how
it can be affected by different proficiency levels. These factors can be further explo-
red and interconnected in future research, incorporating, quantitative instruments
to examine EFL learners’ perceptions in different contexts. One strength of this re-
search lies in the inclusion of the self-efficacy dimension measuring EFL learners’
perception. This finding can be compared to the findings of AlAdwani and AlFadley
(2022) in Kuwait, who discovered that perceptions could differ in terms of learners’
self-assessment of their ability to learn and attain EFL skills.

The data provided us with insights into the significance of proficiency and percep-
tions when exploring self-efficacy in EFL learners. Our results are congruent with
previous evidence suggesting that these perceptions may vary depending on the
learners’ proficiency levels, as indicated by studies that examined both elements
together and obtained similar results (Alotaibi, 2022; Tsai, 2021; Wu, 2022).

One limitation in our research was the absence of dimension 2: Perceptions
about the EFL class, which could have provided additional information to contri-
bute to this study. This dimension was eliminated due to the lack of reliable results
obtained in the Cronbach Alpha analysis. Consequently, questions remain regar-
ding the perceptions that learners at different proficiency levels hold about the
classroom activities, materials, and performance. In the Mexican public secondary
school context, there is published observational research on what teachers do in
the classroom (Hernandez & Izquierdo, 2020; Izquierdo et al., 2021; Izquierdo et
al., 2020). Nonetheless, there is a need to explore what students think about what
the teacher does in the classroom, how they feel about what they are requested to
do, the materials they use, and the role they take in the classroom.

Another limitation relies on the use of statistical data only. Further studies could
benefit from a mixed method or qualitative approaches too. There is a limitation
in using just one research design in a study, because there has been research con-
ducted for EFL public secondary level in Mexico in which the integration of mixed
method or qualitative approaches, have provided a more holistic view of the cha-
llenges of EFL education in secondary education. For example, Hernandez and Iz-
quierdo (2023) conducted a study with rural secondary school teachers in Mexico
with a mixed method, obtaining low levels of teaching satisfaction with respect to
the integration of the EFL practices indicated in the national curriculum in the re-
gular classes. Due to their research design, the researchers were able to explain the
results building upon the explanations and critiques provided during teacher in-
terviews. Another study that also provides a holistic view of the challenges of EFL
education is the one conducted by Izquierdo et al. (2017). The authors conducted
a study with secondary teachers in Mexico by using a quantitative and qualitative
component to examine their perceptions on EFL teaching with technological resou-
rces. The quantitative and qualitative results obtained supported the idea that there
is a need to improve teaching practices, resources, training, and engagement with
national reforms. Considering the benefits of mixed-methods research, through a
qualitative component, we will be able to further expand, covering the limitations of
just using questionnaires or statistical data.

Teachers as key actors in education have implications on their professional deve-
lopment to enhance students’ learning, even though they have put efforts to teach
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EFL without sustainable training (Izquierdo et al., 2021). Moreover, it is important
to reduce language breakdowns and promote a more effective use of EFL for com-
municative purposes. This requires moving away from using EFL to teach grammar
rules or to translate English lessons. Teacher’s professional development is a factor
that can contribute to this end and requires further attention to help teacher impro-
ve teacher-students interaction as a key component of EFL holistic learning. Moreo-
ver, training needs to contribute to improve teaching strategies for EFL teachers in
secondary schools in Mexico (Izquierdo et al,, 2016, 2021; Jaime et al., 2021).

In future research, there is a need for reliable instruments that allow collecting
generalizable data from young learners. Even though there is research conducted
in higher education to evaluate EFL students’ perceptions (Akbarnezhad et al.,
2019; Bao, 2019; Zhiying, 2018), there is still a need to conduct more studies in pu-
blic secondary education using reliable quantitative instruments. This research is
particularly relevant in the Mexican context, where all secondary school students
are compelled to learn English in public education. These concerns can be inves-
tigated in further research using quantitative research instruments that allow ob-
taining reliable information about what teachers perceive in EFL classrooms, how
they perceive their teaching, and how they can participate in improving teaching
and learning. Moreover, the need to obtain information from EFL learners to im-
prove teaching and learning can be investigated using questionnaires that meet
validity and reliability procedures of quantitative research (Cohen et al., 2018,
2007). This study provides some valuable information about EFL research and
the need to conduct research that includes teachers’ and students’ perceptions,
which could help educational researchers improve instructional practices in EFL
settings and obtain generalizable data or reliable instruments that can be replica-
ted in public education.

The evidence in this current study opens a research line to investigate and con-
duct more research with instruments that can allow the researchers and stakehol-
ders to obtain reliable information about students in public education in an EFL
setting. An interesting element in this study, is the importance of incorporating re-
search that pays attention to the learner and the perceptions they hold in an EFL
context. This information can help educational actors make decisions about diffe-
rent elements that are part of EFL instruction and EFL settings. Finally, while the
research questions were answered, some modifications in dimension 2 could have
helped collect more data. However, the instruments created and adapted in this re-
search, following quantitative principles, formulate an interesting opportunity to
be replicated in different EFL settings to obtain sociodemographic information, EFL
perceptions and EFL proficiency level in EFL secondary learners.

CONCLUSIONS

EFL learners’ perceptions constitute a topic of major concern in EFL research when
they can be explored along EFL proficiency levels (Zulkefly & Razali, 2019). When
examined together, perceptions can vary depending on the students’ proficiency le-
vel. However, curriculum policies seem to have largely ignored the input of stake-
holders in education when designing EFL programs for teaching and learning (SEP,
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2022,2017a,2017b), despite students being the target audience of these programs.
This is the main concern of paying attention to EFL learners’ perceptions of their
EFL learning (Bao, 2019).

The quantitative data obtained reveals that EFL students from different proficien-
cy levels value the practice of different EFL skills in EFL learning (writing, grammar,
vocabulary, pronunciation, listening, and speaking). However, EFL students with
a higher proficiency level yielded more positive perceptions of their self-efficacy
improving these skills compared to those with lower proficiency levels, who dis-
play more negative perceptions regarding their self-efficacy in EFL learning. The-
se findings contrast with studies conducted on higher education students, which
showed differences based on EFL proficiency levels Akbarnezhad et al. (2019) and
Zhiying (2018). The population in this study implicitly perceives that there is room
for improvement in EFL classes to foster more positive perceptions of skill impro-
vement and better learning outcomes. EFL research conducted in public education
in Mexico emphasizes the need for improvement in EFL classes enhance EFL tea-
ching and learning (Izquierdo et al., 2021; Hernandez & Izquierdo, 2020; Izquierdo
et al.,, 2020). There is a small number of public secondary studies that explore EFL
perceptions with L2 proficiency level with reliable instruments to obtain generali-
zable information in these settings. This article contributes to the use of quantita-
tive instruments to give a voice to students’ perceptions in EFL public education.
Furthermore, it explores research conducted worldwide on EFL perceptions and L2
proficiency as important elements that require further attention to improve EFL
teaching practices and EFL learning. Instruments developed and adapted can be
applied in different settings in EFL educations. This research also addresses an exis-
ting gap in EFL research, both in Mexico and globally, which has primarily focused
on higher education settings, neglecting the perspective of EFL secondary learners
in public educations.
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APPENDICES

Table 1

Survey section 1. General information

Question Frequency Percentage
Write your current age
13 64 56.1%
14 50 43.9%
Sex
Male 62 54.4%
Woman 51 44.7%
Other 1 9%
Language spoken by your
parents/guardian
English 1 9%
Spanish 113 99.1%
language you speak
English 1 9%
Spanish 113 99.1%
Number of people living with
you
1 person 2 1.8%
2 people 13 11.4%
greater than 2 99 86.8%
Socioeconomic level that
you consider you have
tall 5 4.4%
Medium 100 87.7%
low 9 7.9%

Table 2

Survey section 2. English language study background

Question Frequency Percentage
Time you have studied the English language
since preschool 18 15.8%
since primary school 35 30.7%
now in secondary school 61 53.5%
Type of school where you have studied
public 90 78.9%
private 20 17.5%
Other 4 3.5%
Type of English course you have taken
the one from school 92 80.7%
additional course 15 13.2%
extracurricular advice 7 6.1%
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Table 3

Survey section 3. Modalities of English language study

Question Frequency Percentage
| have studied English online
Yes 79 69.3%
No 35 30.7%
| have participated in different activities in the English class
Yes 86 75.4%
No 28 24.6%
| have practiced my speaking ability in English class
Yes 88 77.2%
No 26 22.8%
| have practiced my writing in English class
Yes 81 71.1%
No 33 28.9%
| have practiced my grammar in English class
Yes 54 47.4%
No 60 52.6%
| have practiced my listening in English class
Yes 94 82.5%
No 20 17.5%

Table 4

Survey section 4. Background of Content-Based English study

Question Frequency Percentage
I have studied English using entrepreneurship content
Yes 41 36%
No 73 64%
| have done exercises with business content in English
Yes 34 29.8%
No 80 70.2%
I have studied English using arts content
Yes 31 27.2%
No 83 72.8%
| have studied English using science content
Yes 15 13.2%
No 99 86.8%
| have studied English using music content
Yes 82 71.9%
No 32 28.1%
| have studied English using math content
Yes 12 10.5%
No 102 89.5%
| have studied English using geography content
Yes 13 11.4%
No 101 88.6%

Table 5

Descriptive Statistics of Low Proficiency and Intermediate Proficiency Students

Descriptive Low Intermediate
Statistics

Mean 6.98 12.44
Median 7 12

SD 1.07 .78
Minimum 5 12
Maximum 8 14

Range 3 2

Manrique/ Izquierdo. Perceptions towards public English as a foreign language education in Mexico
2 4‘ Sinéctica 62 www.sinectica.iteso.mx



Dimension 1. Perceptions Regarding the Practice of English Skills

Table 6

Descriptive Low Intermediate
Statistics
Mean Rank 29.86 32
Sum of 1254 576
Ranks
Table 7

Dimension 3. Self-Efficacy in Learning English

Descriptive Low Proficiency Intermediate
Statistics Group Proficiency Group
Mean Rank 27.08 37.22
Sum of Ranks 1137.5 682.5
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