Chapter 1
Introduction and a Brief History of the Mexican Education System
It is customary to speak of a group of schools as a system and indeed there is a great deal of sense in this for the reasons we explain further on. However, describing education as a system risks ignoring the core of that activity, namely, that it is a series of profoundly personal acts of learning. Thus, from the outset, any consideration of the Mexican education system also needs to take into account the tension between the drive to learn and the systematic attempt to organize and control it. The root of this tension lies in the difference between the basic demand for access to learning opportunities for the satisfaction of needs (emotional, spiritual, material and intellectual) and the control and selection processes that education systems undertake.
Comparative educationalists have traditionally studied national education systems, with a notion of comparison between systems or within individual systems being the dominant methodological device. The field was first developed in the early nineteenth century in parallel with the rise of national education systems, and it took the national system as its main object of enquiry (Noah and Eckstein, 1969). Some have argued that this approach is now redundant, since nation states are declining and national systems are consequently becoming obsolete (Reich, 2015). Indeed, the very idea of a system is anachronistic in a world of global markets, multinational, transnational or even stateless corporations and cross-national comparative systems of evaluation and control. The thrust of our argument in this book is that nation states and national systems of education are far from redundant and even in single nation studies comparison still has a role to play.
Education systems change over time and they experience alterations to both their internal and external structures and relations. Whether change occurs or not depends on the capacity within the system as well as the condition of the change-catalyst or set of reforms. These are structured in particular ways, and this determines their ability to act as change-agents. Certain types of catalyst are more likely to induce change in a system than others; for example, changes of personnel (caused naturally through retirements and deaths or by people in powerful positions within the system exercising their authority), new policies, events in nature, external interventions, new arrays of resources, new arrangements of roles and functions within a system, new financial settlements and so forth. In short, some of these change-catalysts are – or at least have the potential to be – more powerful than others. Even here though, the catalyst’s capacity to effect change within a system cannot guarantee or determine whether change actually occurs. We can see this most clearly in some of the reform processes undertaken in Mexico, such as the enactment of the General Law of Service in the Teaching Profession (Ley General del Servicio Profesional Docente (LGSPD)), which was passed in September 2013 (Government of Mexico, 2013). This provided the legal framework for reforming the system of education, including the provision of new mechanisms for professional development, recruitment, promotion and the recognition of qualifications. It replaced the Carrera Magisterial and was published in May 2015 (Coordinación Nacional del Servicio Profesional Docente (CNSPD)). As we will see, even a reform or change process as comprehensive as this cannot guarantee or determine the degree and type of change within the system, how long lasting the reform is and any unexpected consequences there may be. Furthermore, some types of change-catalyst are more likely to be successful in inducing change within the system than others. This is not only because some interventions in education systems are more powerful than others but also because their capacity to induce change fits better the change mechanism within the system being reformed.
For example, in a system that has a high level of command structure between the coordinating body and its constituent parts, a policy for change at the classroom level underpinned by a strong system of rewards and sanctions is likely to be successful in inducing change at this level. This is in contrast to systems which grant greater degrees of autonomy to their teachers, and consequently the same change mechanism may have less chance of succeeding. Extra-national change agents work in the same way and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD’s) system of international assessment (known as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)) is an example of this. Mexico has underperformed in PISA every time since it decided to take part. These globalizing bodies, such as the OECD, are attempting to establish a form of global panopticism where the activities of the various national systems are made visible to a supranational body, with the consequence that all parts of the system are visible from one single point. However, this needs a single surface of comparison or at least a comparative mechanism, so that enough people have confidence in it for it to be considered useful.
What we have been doing here is categorizing an education system as a set of institutions and relations between its parts, and even perhaps as a coordinating body for a number of subsystems, which have a particular relation to the central authority and a particular position within it. However, this doesn’t mean that the central authority and the schools (and its internal and external relations between these and other extra-systemic authorities) remain the same over time. These relations may change for a number of reasons, for example, the invention of new ideas, natural progression, contradictions as historically accumulating structural tensions between open activity systems (see also Engeström, 2001) and so forth. It is possible to characterize education systems along a series of continua: restrictive control by the central authority over its constituent parts as opposed to loose control over these parts or centralized as opposed to decentralized systemic relations; strongly defined notions of expertise as against weakly defined notions; specializations of functions and roles within the system rather than general capacities and clearly defined external relations with other bodies and systems as against weakly defined externalities. There is another important factor to consider: those relations between formal and informal elements of the system that in some instances are pivotal. The relationship between the formal and informal is complex in countries such as Mexico and can only be brought to light through the detailed and deeply immersed case-study approach we adopt in this book.
It is fairly easy then to understand an education system as a coordinating body that directs a number of subunits, so that if the central authority demands action of a particular type, then these subsidiary bodies will implement its directives. The cohering element in the notion of a system being used here is that one body commands a series of other bodies, though all of them are considered to be elements of a system. However, it is rare for any actual system to function in this way. Within the system the extent and type of power that the coordinating body can exercise over the other elements may be exercised in a different way. Thus, a system’s coordinating body may have more or less direct relations with different parts of the system. Indeed, it may be that some of these relations become so attenuated that it becomes harder to include them in the system. Private language schools in Mexico are an example.
Furthermore, systems have internal rules, that is, their elements are arranged in particular ways. Traditional systems have a high degree of specialization; a clearly defined division of labour; the distribution of official tasks within the organization; a hierarchical structure of authority with clearly defined areas of responsibility; formal rules which regulate the operation of the organization; a written administration; a clear separation between what is official and what is personal and recruitment on the basis of ability and technical knowledge. However, regardless of how we understand the notion of a system, any change to it is always a transformation of the status quo, to a greater or lesser degree.
In this book, we are interested in all aspects of policy implementation and system change: pedagogical, organizational, epistemic, socio-political and institutional. Critical accounts of policy developments and policy implementations in Mexico will be used to demonstrate that we take particularly seriously the hitherto neglected category of institutional and political infrastructure. But at every point our examination of the non-educational (political) aspects of the bureaucracy will point to the desired educational outcomes and the failure or success of bringing these about.
It is important to start with a framework for educational implementation, a checklist of necessary elements and steps that condition and contextualize the processes of implementation. More recent education policy researchers, such as Stephen Ball (1994), depict curriculum reform and policymaking as a messy, complex and contested enterprise. As has been frequently observed (for example, Whitty et al., 1998), policy is an object of contest and struggle between competing ideologies, education visions, personal interests and political or organizational positions. All of these forces come together in an incubator of international, national and local contexts. For Ball, understanding education reforms requires us to interrogate policy cycles, policy discourses, policy actors, policy arenas and contexts. His is a nuanced and more realistic approach to analysing education reform developed over years through a series of empirical analyses of policy sites, discourses and contexts. Policy is produced through a series of struggles involving many actors and agencies. In addition, local policy cannot be understood without reference to the global impact of transnational agencies such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Bank, non-profit and for-profit organizations, and so forth.
In trying to understand how interventions in education systems work, in the first instance we need to remind ourselves of the principal elements of a public educational practice, namely, that it comprises the state’s deployment of human resources, its strategic hold over infrastructure and other material and financial resources, its mobilization of ceremonies, rituals, meanings and values and its creation and maintenance of a central value system. Therefore, in trying to understand how national education systems, such as the Mexican system and its curriculum, change, we need to understand how the Mexican system and its curriculum was then structured. Thus, the same programme of reform delivered in different countries is likely to have different effects on the different elements of the system and will have different histories within the system. What we have been identifying here are internal relations in a change process.
There are also exogenous or extra-national influences, although we have to be clear that these globalizing pressures do not determine policy and practice within these countries. Globalization comprises a process of policy and practice convergence between different nations, regions and jurisdictions in the world. This can occur in a number of ways. The first is through a process of policy borrowing or policy learning, where the individual country, Mexico for example, is the recipient of policies from other countries or from a collection of other countries. These processes impact in complex ways on educational practices, and not only on state-sponsored ones. The second is through the direct impact of supranational bodies which have power and influence over member countries and which are seeking harmonization of national educational policies and practices. The third is a subtler approach and this is where the supranational body does not deal in policies or practices but in a common currency of comparison, which may be epistemic (as in the means used by, for example, the OECD to compare one education system with another) or functional (as in the distribution of resources, including discursive resources). The fourth process that potentially allows convergence is the autochthonous response of each national system of education to a common imperative from outside its jurisdiction. In most cases this is more likely to encourage divergence rather than convergence. The fifth is a direct response to globalization pressures by a nation, region or jurisdiction, such as the recent decision by the European Commission to fine Google 2.42 billion euros ($2.7bn; £2.1bn) after it ruled that the company had abused its power by promoting its own shopping comparison service at the top of its search results. With regards to the influence and impact of globalization, there are four possible spatio-temporal positioners: the extension and extensive capacity of the global network, its intensity, the velocity of the global flows and the impact they are likely to have (see also Held et al., 1999). In our analysis of these globalizing pressures, we borrow a notion of vernacular globalization from Lingard (2000), which pays careful attention to national, regional and jurisdictional autochthonous responses to the various forms of globalization that currently exist.
In this book we trace the history, effects and significance of the Mexican educational system, reminding ourselves all the time that our understanding of this system has to be contextualized within our chosen methodological approach. This approach emphasizes empirically grounded, detailed and deeply immersed, case-based research; pays careful attention to processes and the temporal dimensions of these in contexts that in some respects are unique to the Mexican setting and offers up comparisons both within and outside the system. In so far as we are adopting a specific methodological position, we can formulate this in the following way. In the first instance, having construed causal laws as expressions of the tendencies of natural and social objects, we resolved all the concrete events and empirical happenings in relation to the workings of the Mexican education system into their components or elements. We re-described or reconfigured each of these components or elements in theoretically significant ways, so as to avoid the de-theorization implicit in some reductive and quantitative-based studies. (For an example of these studies, see also Green and Janmaat, 2014.) The next stage we embarked on was to move from describing the components of these significant events and happenings to proposing explanations about what produces or are the conditions for them. This is the retroductive process (see also Bhaskar, 2010). From this we sought to eliminate alternative possible explanations and identify coherent ones. Finally, we corrected or at least offered corrections to earlier proposed explanations in light of our analysis, thus in the process delineating the parameters of our explanations and how these relate to the ontology and epistemology of the world. In every way, we focused on the Mexican education system historically, geopolitically and as a source of knowledge about it.
In this chapter, we focus on the time element in our understandings of the Mexican education system, and attempt to provide the contextual detail to how the system has changed and thus what it was first and how it functions now. In Chapter 2, we document the failures of sustainable reforms in the system over the last 100 years, and in effect contextualize system-wide reform efforts historically. Here, we begin the process of developing an argument about the nature of the Mexican system and inherent blockages to reforms within it. Chapter 3 focuses on curriculum and pedagogic reforms in the system. This chapter provides an illustration of how intended reforms are rarely able to overcome the blockages referred to earlier. Chapter 4 examines the training of teachers and administrators, pre-service and in-service education, including both official and independent initiatives. Having established that the focus of any successful reform programme has to be on pedagogic practices and teachers’ capacities to deliver them. This chapter provides a series of examples over time of the inability of the system to reform itself, and in particular in relation to developing its teacher workforce. Chapter 5 examines parental involvement in the system, for example, the Tizapán research 2010–13 and other official and independent initiatives, such as ACUDE. (This is the name given to the parental association ‘Hacia una Cultura Democratica’, operating in Mexico.) This chapter focuses on the role of parents and guardians in reform processes and suggests that their influence has been reduced by the structures in place and by an elite middle-class exodus from the state system. The focus in Chapter 6 is on alternative education programmes, and in particular, intercultural education, and here we examine alternative education programmes, and in particular, intercultural education initiatives. As with all the chapters in this book we contextualize these initiatives in relation to the history of the Mexican education system. In Chapter 7 we suggest that some reform and implementation processes are more successful than others, and these involve either working with the official system or working at its edges, and building constituencies and alliances with local, national and international partners. We conclude the book by looking in a more general and comparative sense at education reform processes and how they operate in socio-historical contexts.
History of the Mexican education system
The country of Mexico is located in the far southern part of the North American continent. It shares borders with the United States to the north, Guatemala, Belize and the Caribbean Sea to the south-east, the Gulf of Mexico to the east and the Pacific Ocean to the south and west. Encompassing roughly 760,000 square miles (2 million square kilometres), Mexico is the fifth largest country in the Americas by total area and the thirteenth largest independent nation in the world. Mexico has one of the world’s largest economies; it is the tenth largest oil producer, the largest silver producer and is considered both a regional power and a middle-ranking power in the world. Additionally, Mexico was the first Latin American country to become a member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (since 1994), and is thought of as an upper-middle income country by the World Bank. It has the fourteenth largest nominal Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and the tenth largest GDP by purchasing power parity. The economy is strongly linked to those of its North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) partners, especially the United States of America.
This federal republic is composed of 31 states and a federal district with a president, elected for a single six-year term, and a bicameral legislature. In 1921, a federal Secretariat of Public Education was created. Major changes occurred in Mexico in the years following the revolution and World War II, particularly the most extensive redistribution of land and fast industrialization. Schools were built throughout the country, providing greater educational opportunities for all Mexicans regardless of ethnicity or social class. This increase in educational opportunities coincided with a significant reduction in the infant mortality rate, which dropped from 222 deaths per 1,000 in 1920 to roughly 100 deaths per 1,000 by the mid 1940s.
It has largely been accepted by current historians and educationalists that the movement towards something approaching a national system of education has its roots in the endeavours of the generation of ‘technocrats’ who first argued for a national system. They flourished under the long dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz, who saw his mission as one of modernizing Mexico with his chief agent in the field of education being Justo Sierra Méndez. Ironically, the conception of the apparatus of the Mexican version of a modern state led to the creation and almost immediate expansion of a new middle class of administrators, managers and cadres dependent on the state and in personal terms for accumulating the cultural capital they required. Because the authoritarian nature of the state conflicted with their perceived needs and their ideology they provided the ideas and the impetus that initiated the Mexican Revolution that began in 1910 and culminated in José Vasconcelos in 1919 establishing a national system of education. There were two elements, firstly, the training of the administrative elite that was achieved by greatly expanding the system of preparatorias (upper secondary schools) and the refounding of the National University to serve those purposes. Secondly, the creation of a system of schooling whose main purpose was to assimilate the then vast rural population and ethnic minorities into society to minimize the possibility of civil strife. Hence, for the elite the preparatorias and the universities were designed to increase the cultural capital they required to occupy lifetime positions in government and administration, whilst the primary schools, which focused on maintaining social control, were designed to provide limited training for work and maximum training to accept the system that soon became known as the ‘philanthropic ogre’(see Paz, 1994).
The system worked well until the late 1960s when it became apparent that at the upper levels of education there was an overproduction of students for the professions. This led to a largely student revolt by the sons and daughters of the nomenklatura that shook but did not open fatal fissures in the system. A greater challenge to the system was that by the 1980s Mexico was increasingly becoming an urban society with new demands for technical training and expertise. The harmony that existed between the political system and industry was shaken by the advent of Mexico’s entry into the world economy. The system could no longer absorb the produce of the preparatorias and of the greatly expanded higher education institutions. Its implosion partially hid the contradiction in education between the need for social control that impedes creative and imaginative thinking and productive needs that require imagination and creativity. The advent of the ‘war on drugs’ in which over 100,000 have died so far and the growing unmasking of corruption at the heart of the political system and government agencies heightened the tension.
With the exception of Cuba, private education plays an important and increasing role in Latin American countries. In Mexico, there is a variety of private schools including those run by the Catholic Church, entrepreneurs and international organizations and agencies. The quality is very uneven and they are not regulated as carefully as the state system. Their growth coincides with the growth of a middle-class base. When the national system was small the public sector offered the possibility of such an accommodation. However, the move towards a mass education system led to a middle-class flight to private schools.
Because of its free trade agreement with the United States and Canada (NAFTA) and its entry into the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Mexico has become closely integrated into the global economy. The need for education has become even more important. From the end of the active phase of the Revolution in 1919 the country has exhibited a unique and unbroken commitment to education hallmarked by significant cultural achievements and the development of a dedicated group of educational researchers and practitioners. This continuity has been unique in Latin America. It has been underpinned by institutional continuity and a consistently high proportion of the budget devoted to educational provision, training and research. Research and innovatory programmes have been brought to life as a result of the government’s promise to provide a modern system of education. This has evolved into a strong commitment to work with national and international institutions seeking to improve educational institutions and practices and to enhance the life chances of young people.
Despite these enormous efforts and a dedication to developing an education of quality, Mexico continues to languish at or near the bottom of every league table that measures educational achievement. The question therefore is how is this possible? In statistical terms, there are now about 26 million pupils in the system. Most attend part-time in multigrade schools depending upon the individual state. A typical 15-year-old pupil will have had two years of preschooling, six years of primary schooling and three years of secondary education. This is known as basic education. The average school day extends to no more than four and a half hours, half that of South Korea and France. Only about half of the time spent in a school is devoted to learning as compared to the OECD average of 85 per cent. Analyses of the two major examinations purposefully designed to provide us with an indication of performance, ENLACE and PISA, indicate that the vast majority of pupils at age 15 have not attained the minimum level needed to find gainful employment. It is estimated that 38 per cent of the 15–19-year-old age group cannot read to an acceptable standard. Fully 79 per cent of that cohort cannot communicate in Spanish and about 80 per cent are deficient in mathematics. This may have declined even more over the last few years. Only 46 per cent of 15-year-old students enter upper secondary education. The dropout rate at this level is also increasing. Although education to the age of 18 is now obligatory, almost eight million pupils between the ages of 13 and 18 have left the system.
In order to understand the background to the reforms and the reforms themselves it is first of all necessary to have an understanding of the de jure and, more importantly, the de facto system of education and equally of the official and unofficial division of labour between stakeholders. The de jure education system is described as federal, consisting of 32 constituent state systems, enjoying a measure of financial and operational autonomy. However, finance is really controlled by the federal government, which must give its approval to local programmes before the funds are released; and state governments have little if any funds of their own to use. Operations are naturally constrained by finance. In part, the generation and development of programmes depends on the relative wealth of the states and whether they have the personnel to undertake such independent work. In basic education, the states are also bound to federal controls, a national curriculum and national systems of evaluation.
This de facto centralization is reinforced by corporate arrangements and practices that prevail through agreements between the federal administration (SEP) and the national teachers’ union (SNTE) whose role since the imprisonment of its leader has reportedly been reduced. Until that time, promotions and transfers took place across and between the union and the administration. These arrangements had been sealed in a series of agreements and alliances, such as the most recent Alianza por la Calidad Educativa. This was mitigated at the state level if the SNTE was relatively independent of national headquarters or if more than one trade union existed in the state.
Despite important changes in the political structure over the last decade the system can still be characterized as being, in essence, corporative. That is, education is vertically integrated and tends to be inward looking and hierarchical. In human terms, it is held together by a complicated patchwork of individual and group loyalties across and upwards to the system. Loyalty is repaid with benefits, privileges and other concessions such as secondments, loans and transfers, that bind people to their superiors. It is not surprising then that educational considerations are frequently subsumed by political and personal considerations. In the Mexican political system, personal and political considerations are often one and the same. They count far more than policy considerations and often override ideological differences (see also Posner et al., 2017 for a fuller treatment of the issues we discuss in this and subsequent chapters; and Meyer, 1973).
The Mexican education system, corporative though it is, operates within a regionally diverse society. Ethnic, economic, social-class and geographical factors have played an important part in the development of the particularities of the state educational administration. For example, Aguascalientes and Colima are small and relatively well-endowed states with, in ethnic terms, a fairly homogenous population. Their administrations, including education, have benefited from these factors and their populations enjoy above average public services. Nuevo León is a relatively rich state with more resources than the norm and the neighbouring state of Coahuila is very much its satellite. At the other extreme, Chiapas, Guerrero, Nayarit, Oaxaca and Tabasco are states with high proportions of ethnically diverse people and high levels of poverty. Between these two extremes are the states of Jalisco, Sinaloa and Zacatecas in which coexist a large middle-class and urbanized population and specific regions of poverty, marginalization and ethnic minorities. In these states, as in Chiapas and Tabasco, the educational administrations struggle to meet the extremely varied needs of their people within their limited budgets. Yucatán with a long tradition of relative independence is one of the few states where an indigenous language is spoken across the state and has official recognition and also has resources that other states do not to ensure the survival of this language.
It can be argued that the root of the problem lies in educational institutions’ clientelism, which means that successive governments of all political colours emphasize the politics of interpersonal and group loyalties over and above educational exigencies. The net result is poor planning and targeting, inappropriate use of resources and poor articulation between institutional and other stakeholders involved in education. Parents when they have the means attempt to avoid the state education system that, in their experience, seems incapable of improvement.
The population of Mexico is young, with a disproportionate number of students under the age of 25, and the school-age population doubling every six years or so. This has presented a number of problems in relation to the expansion of the schooling system. The solutions to those problems were radical, and involved using school facilities and teachers in two, and sometimes three, shifts in each day. Coping with the demands of this population expansion put considerable strain on the quality of the system. However, the continuous expansion may have helped to mask some of the systemic obstacles that make improvement in quality particularly difficult.
The rapid demographic growth slowed over the period up to the beginning of the twenty-first century. The school-age population increased between 2000 and 2015, as a result of government policy, when the length of compulsory schooling was extended, first in 2001 from nine to 11 years, and again in 2012 from 11 to 14 years, but the natural growth of the school age population ended around 2008. We will return to those policy-induced expansions in the school-age population later, but our analysis focuses in the first instance on this change from constant and rapid growth to zero growth, and the way in which this has brought to the fore the chronic question of quality, at the same time as making the condition acute.
So long as systems are growing, they hold out the prospect of self-correction. In much the same way as the problems of debt are automatically reduced in economies that are expanding, so poor quality can be addressed in expanding educational systems by improving the preparation of novice teachers. Poor quality teachers who are already in the system will reduce as a proportion of the whole educational workforce, and eventually retire. In education systems that have reached equilibrium, this focus on the initial preparation of teachers loses its potency as a policy for improving the quality of education as a whole. Attention has to be focused on the improvement of those teachers who are already in the system, as well as the facilities and environments that are provided by schools.
Some of the potential for reform of the system through growth was illusory in the case of Mexico, because, with teachers working double – and exceptionally triple – shifts, the absolute number of teachers was growing less rapidly than the number of students. However, before the 1990s the focus of educational reforms was on the initial preparation of teachers, with an extension of the length of training, an increase in the involvement of universities and equivalent institutions of higher education, and a raising of the level of teaching qualifications. This had been part of the move, noted across the world, to shift teaching towards an all-graduate profession and ensure the credibility of qualifications. This was promoted in Mexico by the establishment of the Universidad Pedagógica Nacional in 1978 (see also Rodríguez-Gómez, 2015). That emphasis on improving education through the pre-service preparation of teachers changed in 1993, when the government introduced the Carrera Magisterial as a way of improving the standard of teachers who were already in the system with a structured system of in-service training.
The Carrera Magisterial and the Teaching Plaza

The aim and purpose of the Carrera Magisterial was to offer incentives to practising teachers and to reward them for improving their qualifications and skills. Officially described as a system of horizontal promotion, the Carrera Magisterial was designed to overcome two problems, one generic to the teaching profession across the world, the other specific to the organization of the teaching profession in Mexico.
The Carrera Magisterial provided a system of horizontal promotion based on the skills and professional development of the teacher. There were 11 steps or stages, each of which was associated with a level of qualification, skill and engagement in continuing professional development, as well as providing a reward in terms of salary that was a fixed percentage of the basic teaching salary. Entry into the Carrera Magisterial was voluntary, and a teacher could only move from one step to the step immediately above in the scale. Assessment for that promotion involved a number of criteria, including seniority, qualifications, engagement in continuing professional development and the performance of students under the teacher’s guidance.
In addition, the Carrera Magisterial included three strands that related to the role of the teacher in the education system. The first strand was for classroom teachers, while the other two strands were intended for those who carried more responsibility for the development of curricular materials and supporting learning, and for those who had more responsibility for the professional development of the personnel under their charge, respectively. Thus, teachers who achieved higher qualifications, who developed their skills and who could show that they had a positive impact on the learning of those in their care, were to be rewarded by promotion, with the intention that their professional status would be appropriately protected. The Constitution of Mexico and the General Law on Education specified that education was to be national, democratic, free and compulsory. Notwithstanding the specification that it would be national, many functions, including the implementation of the Carrera Magisterial were devolved to the individual states. This meant that implementation is heterogeneous, and that resources in different parts of the country were not equally allocated.
There were two major problems with the implementation of the Carrera Magisterial. The first is general to systems of professional development that rely on formal requirements, qualifications and certification; formal professional development is not always and necessarily mirrored in improved performance in the day-to-day tasks that face the professional. The second was more specific to the implementation of the Carrera Magisterial, in that insufficient resources were allocated to reward all of those who would otherwise have taken part.
By 2003 the cost of the augmented salaries associated with the programme was around 26 billion pesos. By that point there were teachers who had been promoted to each of the steps of the horizontal promotion scale. There was some hope that the system would become self-financing, as teachers retired from the upper levels at the same rate as new teachers joined at the lower levels. Around 2003 the system of horizontal promotion had become blocked, in much the same way as the system of vertical promotion had in 1993.
In order to understand the full import of the Carrera Magisterial, one needs to understand the concept of the plaza in Mexico. A dictionary definition of the word plaza is square (as in the Plaza Mayor in Mexico City), place or location, but there is also a sense in which it can be used to refer to position or teaching post. However, in this context the word carries much more force than that. Plaza, and the possession of a plaza, implies a sense of property ownership. In the first instance, plazas tended to be allocated to successful graduates of teacher training programmes. Most applicants who successfully completed a programme of initial teacher preparation received a plaza.
Of course, not all plazas were equal; plazas in attractive – normally urban – settings were highly prized, while plazas in remote rural locations were not. For the most part, plazas were allocated on the basis of merit, with the most attractive plazas going to those who achieved the highest marks, although some opportunity remained for that general schema to be modified by political and personal influences. There are two aspects to this placing of teachers and their geographical locations that arose from the application of this meritocratic principle. The first is that the most able teachers were concentrated in the most attractive regions, which particularly meant the urban and least impoverished areas. Those areas that were the most disadvantaged were allocated to those teachers who were less well qualified, and in this way cycles of deprivation were created.
The second aspect – which does not arise directly from the meritocratic principle, but from the paternalistic operation of the political structures in Mexico – is that those with political ambitions, and therefore political connections, can use those connections to their advantage, and particularly to stay close to the seat of political power in state capitals. Once allocated, however, the plaza had material status; it could be sold, bought, rented and even inherited. For example, a qualified teacher who did not wish to work in a rural area might buy a plaza in an urban area in order to make their work more congenial. Similarly, a family member might inherit a plaza from a deceased relative. Obviously, in all cases the new owner of the plaza must be a qualified teacher, but the link between performance and the desirability of the plaza, which was forged at the initial allocation of plazas, is rapidly eroded by the market operations that follow. This system of plazas was never universally applied, and even less so now because of the recent reforms to the system.
It is not difficult to see why the system of plazas is an impediment to the reform of the overall education system. Teachers regard their teaching position, not merely as personal property, but also a very real investment, which they may choose to realize at a later date. They have no reason to wish for, and every reason to oppose, a change that renders their investment worthless. As noted earlier, this obstacle to reform is even more constraining in a period of insignificant growth, when the rate of creation of new plazas is low, than it is in periods of high growth.
The Carrera Magisterial was abolished at the beginning of the current presidential administration (2013) and replaced first by an Examen Periódico Universal and then by open competition consisting of a multiple choice examination and evaluations by superiors supposedly based on the aspirant’s quality of service. Plazas are now being phased out. Although the vast majority of teachers currently in service still hold plazas, they can be removed from service altogether if they fail an assessment or do not get assessed.
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Distrust of the Education System
Inflexible Schedules
Transportation Difficulties
Patrimonial Societies
Patron-Client Society
Pedagogic Device
Pedagogy
Performance Monitoring
Performativity
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
Policy
Borrowing
Centrally controlled
Fragmented and Multidirectional
Pluralist
Point of Entry and Direction of Flow
Text
Unidirectional
Political-economic Analysis of the State
Population
Heterogeneous
Homogeneous
Private Language Schools
Problem-solving
Professional
Development
Status of the Profession
Professionalization
Progression
Public
Good
Order
Q
Quality Assurance
Quasi-market Model
R
Reading
Reflection on Action
Reflective Practitioner
Resistance
Retroductive Model of Inference
Role
Model
Strain
S
School
Choice
Classroom
Organization
Segmented Protectionist Regime
Selection
Sorting
Skills
Social
Apprenticeship
Capital
Democratic Regime
Division of Labour
Justice
Participation Model
Sciences
Socialization
Specialization
Mechanical
Organic
Structure
Surveillance
System
Reform
T
Targets
Teacher Learning Communities
Teacher Training
Technical-Rationality Thinking
U
University of London
V
Vernacular Globalization
W
Washbook
Working Class
�Does this need to be initial capitals and italics?
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