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Evaluating Curriculum Reform in Mexico':
Challenges addressing a diverse population

Edith J. Cisneros-Cohemour
Betty M. Merchant
Robert P. Moreno

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Purpose of the study
This paper describes the preliminary findings of a formative evaluation examining the
implementation of a new secondary curriculum in Mexico. The study provides a deeper
understanding about what is gained and what is lost when a decentralized curriculum is
designed at the national level and implemented in local settings. Some insight is provided into
how well the new curriculum is serving the needs of the different ethnic groups in a country
having ethnically, culturally and economically diverse populations. Data collection involved
document analysis, site visits and interviews with officials from the State Department of
Education, teachers and school administrators in four secondary schools in southeast Mexico.
As the findings suggest, the emphasis on homogeneously implementing national standards
without consideration of local context have created a situation where the tension between
national standards and local needs could affect the quality of students' education. The
educational possibilities for children of indigenous ancestry are particularly at risk. The study is
of importance for both Mexico and the United States. National vs. local is a significant topic in
both nations, as is the issue of diverse ethnic groups and the extent to which students will be
well served by national curriculum standards.

Antecedents & need of study
In 1990 after a long process of assessment and elaboration, Mexico began to create a new
national curriculum for elementary and secondary schools. Once the plan was approved, the
Mexican Department of Education initiated a process of evaluation review that led to the
creation of detailed curricular plans and textbooks. The new curriculum was expected to
accomplish various goals such as the improvement of educational quality, an increase in the
educational attainment and skills of Mexican children, and the creation of national standards
(Colosio, 1990; Beltran-Vera, 1990; Carranza, 1990). Additionally, the policy is expected to
accomplish both modernization and decentralization of the educational system, a stronger
participation of Mexican society in the educational arena, and the strengthening of national
values (Gonzalez-Cantu, 1990; Pescador-Osuna, 1990; Gonzalez-Torres, 1990). In 1993,
implementation of the reform was initiated by the new president, Ernesto Zedillo-Ponce De
Leon. Since its implementation the new curriculum has been subject to controversy, both
generally because of the decision to initiate decentralization by creating the national curriculum
at the central level (Cisneros, 1996) and specifically by the promulgation of different
perspectives through the rewriting of history books (De Palma, 1995).

At the present, no research or evaluation has been conducted regarding the way in which the
new secondary school curriculum is being implemented, or about the possible trade-offs in
choosing a national instead of a local or regional approach in the creation of a decentralized
curriculum. More research is also needed on how the new curriculum is satisfying the needs of
different groups in the Mexican society and the possible implications of the new policy at the
national, regional and state level. This study includes four case studies conducted in southeast
Mexico in order to address the following issues/questions:

This study was conducted with funding from the Tinker Foundation and the Center for Latin American and Caribbean
Studies of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
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a. What are the needs being served by the new curriculum? Are the needs of the different
ethnic groups being considered? Is the curriculum satisfying some needs while excluding
others?

b. Do different stakeholders have similar perceptions and expectations about what the
educational system is promoting and about what the curriculum should be promoting?

c. What kind of "give and take" occurs when choosing a national, instead of a local or regional
approach in the creation of a curriculum?

Site selection and description
The study was conducted in southeast Mexico. Site selection was decided based on the strong
presence of at least four ethnic groups in the state: Spanish, Mestizo', Mayan and Lebanese as
well as the ability to access the area. Since the Mexican curriculum is highly centralized, this
study in the Southeast strongly reflects both the type and curricular content being implemented
in the schools of other Mexican states. As in other parts of Mexico, the area has been affected
by the national economic crisis. During earlier interviews with board officials and school
principals, we found that the area has been experiencing recent migration of their working class
citizens to the United States as well as return-migration (Alcocer, 1996). Although the
Southwest of Mexico was experiencing problems between the Mexican army and Mayan rebels,
these problems were not affecting the region in which the study was conducted.

Characteristics of the Mexican educational system
The Mexican educational system has been strongly influenced by France and the United States.
The school system reflects the American model of organization of grades by chronological age as
well as various educational reforms in the U.S. as evidenced in the new curricular changes
approved by the Mexican government in 1992. The influence of the French model is reflected in
the different ability tracks or educational levels. The Mexican educational system is divided
into three educational levels: basic education', high school and higher education (Mexican
Department of Education, 1998). See picture 1:

Fieure 1. Educational levels
Basic Education

Preschool Elementary Secondary
(Middle)

High School Higher Education4

Undergraduate / Graduate
3 years.

1 required
6 years (all
required)

3 years (all
required)

3 years (non
required)

4' - 6 years
plus 1 year of
social service
(baccalaureate
)

Specialization
Master and
Doctoral degrees
(variable
duration)

Unlike the United States where the term secondary education refers to both middle school and
high school, in Mexico secondary education usually refers to the first three years of secondary
school (Villa, 1988). Secondary education (middle school) became compulsory in 1993 and
includes three levels. It serves the needs of children who are between 12 to 15 years of age.

2 Over the years, the word "Mestizo" has changed its meaning. Now it is used to refer to people of Mixed ancestry not
necessarily of White and Indian background.
3 Basic education serves the needs of children between three to fifteen years of age. It includes nursery, educaci6n

reescolar (pre-school education), educacion primaria (elementary education), and educacion secundaria (middle school).
Length of study varies.

5 The duration of most bachelor degrees is five years plus one year of social service. Social service is a graduation
requirement.
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Other modalities of secondary education are vocational, distant, open-secondary and adult
secondary.

The school year consists of 200 working days and operates from the last week of August to the
first week of July. Some schools are only open for morning or afternoon sessions while others are
open for both. The school day for the schools varies in length but is it is generally six hours long.
See Appendix 1 for the total number of hours allotted to each subject.

Methods
A qualitative approach was utilized to explore and better understand important evaluative
issues regarding the implementation of the new secondary curriculum of Mexico. A case study
method was used in order to obtain information about the trade-offs made by the Mexican
Department of Education designing a curriculum at the central level while attempting to serve
the needs of diverse groups at the local level.

Four secondary schools in southeast Mexico were selected for this preliminary part of the study.
The four schools are representative of the schools attended by ethnic groups represented in the
location. The case studies were organized around the main questions or issues (Stake, 1995).
The criterion for selecting cases was less "What schools represented the totality of the school
types in the area?" but more "What schools would help us to understand how well the new
curriculum satisfies the needs of the different constituencies in a local community in southeast
Mexico?" Schools were also selected on their disposition to participate in the study and their
accessibility.

Data were collected over a period of eight weeks through observations, document analysis and
semi-structured and open-ended interviews with officials at the State Department of
Education, teachers and school administrators in the four schools. Site visits provided
understanding of the context under which the curriculum is been implemented. Interviews were
conducted in the school buildings. Each interview lasted from 20 minutes to an hour. The
researchers used traditional ways for validating their observations by utilizing multiple data
sources: observation, interviews, and document review. They also used membership checking,
allowing participants to confirm or disaffirm the accuracy of quotes and descriptions the
researchers recorded.

In general, the method selected facilitates an understanding of the process and events taking
place and it is appropriate to the nature and complexity of the issues under study. Case studies
are especially valuable " in refining theory and suggesting complexities for further investigation,
as well as helping to establish the limits of generalizability." (Stake, 1994, p. 245). The
qualitative approach is more appropriate because it allows the researcher to move from
simplicity to complexity and is particularly sensitive to issues of culture and ethnicity (Peshkin,
1988, 1993). In addition, this methodology is appropriate when studying "processes,
relationships, settings and situations, ... providing insights that identify problems, clarify and
understand complexity, and develop theory." (Peshkin, 1993, p. 24). Moreover, it is congruent
with the cultural characteristics of the subjects "who understand life as a world inhabited by
people, events, and relationships, rather than "variables, indexes, and correlations".
Qualitative interviews can be more valuable than surveys or other methodologies because
Mexican culture is highly personal. (O'Rourke, 1997)

Significance of the study
The study is of importance at the moment in which Mexican government is confronting
opposition in the implementation of national standards and textbooks. It is relevant for
Mexican institutions focused on improving secondary education and for its future impact on
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higher education, as well as for the US schools in the case of reverse migration and standards
base-education. In addition, the topic of outcome-based evaluations is important for both
nations as it is the issue of how well the use of outcomes defined by officials at the Department
of Education address the needs of diverse populations and raise issues of equity and ethical
concerns. Because Mexico is also one of the countries that provides the United States with a
significant number of immigrants, further studies could also look at the profound implications
for the delivery of educational services for these children (Chapa & Valencia, 1993). The
findings of the study may also, in turn, be used to facilitate future research comparing the
knowledge, skills and values promoted by the two educational systems and the use of strategies
to better educate and place Mexican immigrant children (Moreno, 1991; Carter, 1996, Cisneros,
1996).
Further research efforts could also concentrate on how teachers apply the educational objectives
of the new curriculum as well as the characteristics of effective instruction as perceived by the
different audiences. New studies may contribute to the degree to which these perceptions differ
from those of American school administrators, teachers and State Department officials
regarding the knowledge, skills and attitudes promoted in American schools. The study was the
first to examine the extent to which the Mexican national curriculum and standards satisfy local
concerns.

Preliminary results

Following is a brief description of preliminary findings that are organized around the main
research issues/questions:

What are the needs being served by the new curriculum? Are the needs of the different ethnic
groups being considered? Is the curriculum satisfying some needs while excluding others?
When asked whether the needs of the different ethnic groups had been addressed by the new
secondary school curriculum, different audiences provided different responses. Officials at the
State Department who experienced regular changes in educational policy every six years were
unsure about the needs being addressed by the reform. Three principals eluded the response to
this question and only repeated the information provided in the rationale for initiating the
reform. Teachers and one of the principals indicated that the Mexican government organized
several forums to identify strengths and weaknesses of the former secondary school curriculum,
and organized groups of educators and scientists over the country to prepare recommendations
for the development of the new curriculum. They, however, were of the opinion that the
curriculum was already developed before the process of national consultation. As one teacher
indicated: "Every six years we get a new educational reform with the new president elected. I
think the reform was inspired in the US educational system because our last two presidents
were educated there". Another teacher added: " I do not believe they (Department of Education)
looked at the information they collected through a national consultation. There was not enough
time to look at the results of the forums and have a new design on time for the implementation
date already announced". A colleague of this teacher added: "If they (Department Education)
looked at our feedback, how can you explain that they ignored our comments. You can see that
they just copied something that was already prepared by the time they were organizing the
national consultation."

Officials at the Department of Education shared the perceptions that the curriculum was not
generally responding to the needs and context of the schools, especially those attended by
Mayan and Mestizo children. Teachers shared this perception and added that although the
reform stresses the importance of linking the new program to student lives, it disregards student
cultural context.
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In general, there was concern that the Mexican government was supporting the reform for
political reasons rather than having a genuine interest for improving the quality of this level of
education.

Do different stakeholders have similar perceptions and expectations about what the
educational system is promoting and about what the curriculum should be promoting?
The different audiences indicated that they were reluctant to express expectations about the
new curriculum before it was presented to the public. Teachers, principals and curriculum
specialists at the State Department of Education thought that with the appropriate support the
new curriculum could be very positive for the majority of students, but they were concerned
about the decision for implementing the reform within the former bureaucratic structure and
without adequate resources. Teachers were especially concerned about the strong role of the
federal government in the decentralization process. The principal of the only private school
involved in the study had more positive expectations of the curriculum than did the public
school principals. That principal expressed that in her opinion, private schools have more
freedom to adapt the curriculum since their funding does not come from the Department of
Education.

An important finding was that in spite of the lack of expectations, Department of Education
personnel and school staff differed in their understanding of the decentralization process.
Personnel at the Department of Education described the decentralization as a process by which
the states were going to finance their schools and educational programs. Teachers and
administrators described the reform as a process that was expected to provide more autonomy
to the schools in making the instructional process related to the lives of the children and making
learning more active and meaningful.

What kind of give and take occurs when choosing a national, instead of a local or regional
approach in the creation of a curriculum?
The different audiences identified less positive effects than negative effects resulting from the
reform. Some positive outcomes were:

Minimum educational requirements have been increased. In the past only elementary
education was compulsory, now students are expected to complete one year of pre-school,
six years of elementary school and three years of secondary school.
The extent of teacher preparation was increased. Teachers are now required to complete
their high school diploma before starting their professional preparation at the Normal
schools.
The reform has encouraged and supported the creation of groups of teachers by discipline or
area. These groups of teachers meet once a month with curriculum specialists from the
Department of Education. The creation of teacher groups has resulted in increased
communication among the teachers and the State Department of Education. In some
schools, however, these groups were limiting individual teachers from introducing
innovations in the classroom when they were not of the appeal of the group.

On the other hand, there were some negative outcomes as a result of the new educational
reform: as reported by the respondents:

Different audiences agreed that there were problems regarding content coverage and
sequence of the curriculum, as well as time pressure for covering expanded course content.
The audiences also agreed that there was a lack of adequate teacher training and
professional development.
In addition, school administrators perceived that the main problems faced at the building
level are negative teacher attitude towards change in general and professional development
specifically. Additionally, the limited economic resources restricted the effectiveness of the
reform especially in the rural areas where teachers with inadequate school facilities were
teaching students who needed to work full time to support their families.
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Teachers perceived that other problems with the curriculum implementation involved
disregard for students' needs and cultural context, especially in the case of Mayan and
Mestizo students. In some schools with high numbers of Mayan students, the change in
curriculum orientation created value conflicts between home and school according to many
respondents.
There was also the perception that there was an inadequate integration between the
secondary school curriculum and the other educational levels. Teachers felt the pressures for
standardization and accreditation had resulted in a shift in the grading systems and a
reduction in dropout rates that could create an illusion of educational quality for the
students.
In addition, teachers perceived that the principals' negative attitudes towards change and
lack of professional development, their limited wages, and the policy of hiring instructors on
an hourly basis are other serious problems not being addressed by the Department of
Education.
Other problems involved delay in the delivery of books and other curriculum materials from
the Department of Education to the schools, and the lack of resources and facilities at the
building level to support the curriculum implementation.
The Department of Education decided to implement the new curriculum within the former
bureaucratic structure. It also created more regulations that have resulted in an increase in
bureaucracy that is limiting instructors' professional discretion and latitude, as well as
motivation towards innovation.
Officials at the Department of Education shared teachers' perception that the lack of
resources to support curriculum implementation and the lack of full time instructors were
negatively impacting the implementation of the educational reform. These officials noted
teachers' traditionalism, lack of professional development for teachers and administrators,
and the autocratic leadership style of the Department of Education at the central level
among main problems in the implementation of the new curriculum. These officials also felt
uncapable to respond to teachers request for adapting the curriculum in the public schools,
since according the organizational structure, these requests needed to be sent to the central
offices of the Department of Education in Mexico city for their approval.

Conclusions
The research on educational change is full of examples of problems in the implementation of
educational reform and innovation when their design disregards the context in which they will
be implemented (Saranson, 1990; SERVE, 1994, Duttweiler, 1988; Fullan, 1994). By designing
an educational reform at the national level, the Mexican Department of Education confused
centralization and decentralization. In addition, the decision to implement the reform without
considering the philosophical and epistemological foundations of the new practices relative to
the school context could result in diminishing the educational opportunities of Mexican children,
especially those of Mayan or Mestizo heritage. For the reform to work, it is imperative that the
Mexican government provides necessary funding, support and professional development for
teachers, school administrators and department of education personnel. In addition, the type of
leadership at the central level and the bureaucratic structure need to be modified to support the
reform.

The use of outcome- evaluation also deserves special attention. The decision of defining
outcomes at the central level is leading schools to manipulate the grading system and dropout
rates instead of increasing educational quality. The emphasis on outcomes is also increasing
barriers for teacher innovation and creativity.

Finally, there is a question about the real intentions of the Mexican government in the design and
implementation of the reform. Different stakeholders were concerned about how real were the
intentions of the Mexican government for improving education. In general, there was a strong
perception that the government decided to make changes to be more visible for political ends.
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Table 1. New Curriculum contents
Subject- matter 1st. level 2nd. level 3rd. level
Academic
curriculum

Spanish
(5 hours per week)

Mathematics
(5 hours per week)

Universal History I
(3 hours per week)

General Geography
(3 hours per week)

Civil liberties
(3 hours per week)

Biology
(3 hours per week)

Introduction to
Chemistry and
Physics

(3 hours per week)
Foreign Language '

(3 hours per week)

Spanish
( 5 hours per week)

Mathematics
(5 hours per week)

Universal History
11

(3 hours per week)
Geography of
Mexico

(2 hours per week)
Civil liberties

(2 hours per week)
Biology

(2 hours per week)
Physics

(3 hours per week)
Chemistry

(3 hours per week)
Foreign Language

(3 hours per week)

Spanish
(5 hours per week)

Mathematics
(5 hours per week)

History of Mexico
(3 hours per week)

Career
development

(3 hours per week)
Physics

(3 hours per week)
Chemistry

(3 hours per week)
Foreign Language

(3 hours per week)
Elective course
selected by the
State Department
of Education

(3 hours per week)
Developmental
curriculum

Artistic
appreciation and
aesthetic
expression

(2 hours per week)
Physical education

( 2 hours per week)
Technological
education

(3 hours per week)

Artistic
appreciation and
aesthetic
expression

(2 hours per week)
Physical education

(2 hours per week)
Technological
education

(3 hours per week)

Artistic
appreciation and
aesthetic
expression

(2 hours per week)
Physical
education

(2 hours per week)
Technological
education

(3 hours per week)
35 hours per week 35 hours per week 35 hours per week

Adapted from "Plan and Programas de Estudio: Secundaria". Mexican Department of
Education (1993).

6 English and French

11

ST COPY AVAILABLE

10



-

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

IC

v ma-i ;iv Cu r r ; Cw/u. vy-t R e (411 /4, XICo:Title: c

add Atd,,d_c:/1.. a_ d; orcti arf-ayb
chi 11-&143

Author(s): &k Fin J. (:25irtmvS - Cc:47e r you r) aelry N , &rata:74) 0 he4-4 P /tic7Y-e-,"

Corporate Source:

Dri,acqs;i-ti .10 rs Cc + itcbcc-na_ -

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

Cita -yr) culgs,-vt,

Publication Date:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to. users in microfiche, reproduced paper c(
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, an
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bot
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

1

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY.

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2A

C."
TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting Check here for Level 2A release. permitting
reproduction and dissemination In microfiche or other reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and In

ERIC archival media (e.g., elect/wile) and paper electronic media for ERIC ardfival collection
copy. subscribers only

Sign
here,-)
please

The sample sticker shown below will be
documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2B

Level 2B

La
Check here for Level 2B release, permitting

reproduction and dissemination in microfiche on.

Documents will be processed as Indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If pemtission to reproduce Is granted. but no box Is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this docurr
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its sysl
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agenc
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

Signs e:

# NI%
OrganizatioNAddre

/0 rS

Printed Name/Position/Title:

ed; 14-) J. di50-e.f-vS - heA-rwu r

kavic. - CAcona21,,
ezirin44 - 4- I ?) ,24 oe5-i
E-Mall Address: Date;
e -c4..acc2e. cic. (. 7 7

(C



ERIC Clearinghouse for Social Studies/Social Science Education
SOCIAL STUDIES DEVELOPMENT CENTER OF INDIANA UNIVERSITY

2805 EAST TENTH STREET, SUITE 120, BLOOMINGTON, INDIANA 47408.2698
800.266.3815 812.855.3838 FAX: 812.855.0455 Internet: ERICSO@UCS.INDIANA.EDU

Dear AERA Presenter,

As a reminder to the presenters of the AERA 1999 Conference, we are offering another
opportunity for you to submit a printed copy of your presentation to the ERIC
Clearinghouse for Social Studies/Social Science Education. Abstracts of papers accepted
by ERIC appear in Resources in Education (RIE) and are announced to over 5,000
organizations. The inclusion of your work makes it readily available to other researchers,
provides a permanent archive, and enhances the overall quality of RIE. By adding your
paper to the ERIC database, you do not forfeit your chance of publication; you are only
enabling other researchers and ERIC users to access your paper through the database.
You can still publish your work without question.

Abstracts of your contribution will be accessible through the printed and electronic
versions of RIE. The paper will be available through the microfiche collections that are
housed at libraries around the world and through the ERIC Document Reproduction
Service.

We are gathering all the papers from the AERA Conference from Division B: Curriculum
Studies. Soon after your paper is published into the ERIC database, we will send you a
microfiche copy of your document. Please sign the Reproduction Release Form on the
back of this letter and include it with two copies of your paper. The Release Form gives
ERIC permission to make and distribute copies of your paper.

I encourage you to submit your papers and call me with any questions and/or concerns at
(812) 855-9855 or 800-266-3815.

Maii to:

Sincerely,

(N(A.

Carrie M. Kulczak

Carrie Kulczak
AERA 1999/ERIC Acquisitions
Social Studies Development Center
2805 E. Tenth Street, #120
Bloomington, IN 47408


