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ABSTRACT

The abysmal level of English proficiency in Ecuador according to the EF English Proficiency Index has
become a habitual reference point when discussing English learning in Ecuador. This essay questions
three assumptions implied by this international ranking: that it represents Ecuador’s language
proficiency; that it offers a meaningful comparison between countries; and that concern for language
proficiency is equivalent to concern for equity. Inspired by critical studies of international large-
scale assessments, the principle that quantitative data is not neutral, and the concept that the index
represents a discourse, I argue that this index is not as objective or trustworthy as it may appear and
that the authority it is granted is worrisome for Ecuadorian education.

RESUMEN

El bajo nivel de las y los ecuatorianos en inglés, segtn el EF English Proficiency Index, se ha vuelto un
punto de referencia habitual al tratar el aprendizaje del idioma en Ecuador. Este ensayo cuestiona tres
suposiciones implicitas del ranking internacional: que representa el dominio de inglés en Ecuador;
que presenta una comparacion entre paises significativa; y que preocuparse por las habilidades
lingtiisticas es preocuparse por la equidad. Inspirandome en estudios criticos de las evaluaciones
internacionales a gran escala, el principio de parcialidad de los datos cuantitativos, y el concepto del
indice como discurso, argumento que este no es tan objetivo ni confiable como puede parecer y que la
autoridad que se le presta es preocupante para la educacion ecuatoriana.
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Ecuador

Introduction

Ecuadorians periodically encounter headlines in the
country’s major newspapers about their inadequate En-
glish: “Ecuador, the worst country in Latin America in
English proficiency, according to report” (El Universo,
2019); “Ecuador, the worst country in the region in En-
glish proficiency, according to study” (El Universo, 2020);
“Ecuador maintains a low level of proficiency in the En-
glish language” (Castillo, 2021). These headlines refer to
the international raking published by EF Education First
(EF), a global for-profit educational business that offers
language learning programs (EF Education First, 2021a).

Media attention to the EF English Proficiency Index
(EF EPI) arises from the apparent need that Ecuador (like
many countries) perceives to ensure that its citizens speak
English, and the lack of data on the subject. A report by the
institute The Interamerican Dialogue explains that “near
the top of the list of 21st century skills for most countries
in the region is English language proficiency” (Cronquist
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& Fiszbein, 2017, p. 3). Similarly, the English curriculum of
the Ministry of Education describes the need to prepare
Ecuadorians for a globalized world (Ministerio de Edu-
cacion, Ecuador, 2016). However, despite an apparent con-
sensus on the importance of English and the world-wide
tendency to use quantitative indicators to assure educa-
tional quality (Addey & Sellar, 2018; Grek, 2009), there is
no standardized or large-scale assessment of the language
in the Ecuadorian education system. In this context, the EF
EPI has become a habitual reference point in publications
and conversations about English in Ecuador.

However, as teachers, educational administrators, and the
general public, we should ask ourselves what this ranking
is based on and what importance it has. While it is import-
ant to read any data point critically to identify how it was
constructed, a critical reading is especially needed with an
index like the EF EPI, which does not follow methodological
practices typically found in educational studies and which
is widely disseminated without any notable public scrutiny.
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The aim of this article is therefore to question the objec-
tivity of the EF EPI and the interests and narratives that we
support when we share it as an objective and trustworthy
measure. First, | present some background concepts that
provide a foundation for this discussion. Then, I examine
three assumptions about the EF EPI that are at the root of
its authority as a rating index: that it represents Ecuador’s
English proficiency; that it offers a meaningful, evident and
impartial comparison of countries; and that concern for lan-
guage proficiency is equivalent to concern for equity. Finally,
I suggest how we can refer to the EF EPI and the country’s
English proficiency in a more cautious and critical manner.

Background concepts: international large-scale assess-
ments and the subjectivity of numbers

International large-scale assessments (ILSAs) are stan-
dardized tests that are implemented in various countries
to measure students’” performance and compare the qual-
ity of educational systems between countries and against
international standards. ILSAs present a growing phe-
nomenon over the last two decades and have an import-
ant role in how we conceptualize educational policy (Car-
doso, 2020; Pizmony-Levy & Bjorklund, 2018). The EF EPI
is different from traditional ILSAs in that it is not admin-
istered systematically in coordination with national gov-
ernments, nor does it attempt to represent the national
student population of the countries it includes. Nonethe-
less, it is a standardized assessment that generates inter-
national comparisons, and its results are publicized in the
media in a manner similar to other ILSAs (Pizmony-Levy
& Bjorklund, 2018). Several considerations regarding this
type of assessment are therefore relevant to the EF EPI.

Authors like Bray et al. (2020), Cardoso (2020) y Schuel-
ka (2013) have described how ILSAs’ methodological
decisions produce biases in their representations of edu-
cational quality. One important factor influencing meth-
odology in assessment is the doctrine of the organization
creating the assessment—the ideological position of the
institution regarding the purpose of education in society
(Cardoso, 2020). For example, the OECD, which frames
education as a tool for attaining economic prosperity, as-
sesses young people according to their age, rather than
their school year, on essential labor-market skills. In con-
trast, UNESCO conceptualizes education as a human right
with intrinsic value, and its evaluations are administered
to students in the same year of school, on school subjects.
Cardoso (2020) demonstrates that these methodological
differences produce contradictory evidence on the effect
of school-year repetition on student performance. While
the results of ILSAs reaffirm the perspectives of the orga-
nizations that produce them, they also shape the educa-
tional policies of these international bodies and influence
countries” decisions (Cardoso, 2020).

This aligns with the QuantCrit perspective, which holds
that the biases and inequities that dominate society tend
to shape quantitative data and its presentation (Gillborn
et al., 2018). Thus, even though numbers are common-
ly considered the best evidence because we we perceive
them as neutral and conclusive (Gillborn et al., 2018),
numeric data is subject to the biases and interests of the
individuals and institutions that contruct it. Those who
collect, analyze and report quantiative data make various
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decisions in the process that, even with good intentions,
can have the effect of distorting critical factors or patterns
(Gillborn et al., 2018). The authors of QuantCrit therefore
recommend an ‘ambivalent” attitude to quantitative data,
vigilant to assumptions implicit in the data that may justi-
fy or perpetuate exisiting power relations (Gillborn et al.,
2018). This ‘ambivalent” position guides my discussion of
the EF EPI in that it leads me to consider that, like other
ILSAs, this assessment implies an ideological perspective
and influences educational policy with evidence that may
reflect more its own position than objective fact.

Methodologically, I take the position that scores and
rankings, though they are numbers, hold meaning due
to the words that accompany them. The EF EPI reports
are texts that not only transmit data, but also construct
a discourse with a point of view, assumptions and in-
tentions. Thus, according to the principles of critical dis-
course analysis, we should question what perpective is
being spoken from and what alternative perspectives are
possible (Cohen et al., 2018).

It is also important to recognize my own positionality,
which shapes the perspective of this analysis. I approach
the topic as a language teacher from the United States
who considers Ecuador her home after nearly a decade
of residence. In that time, I have worked in English teach-
ing, teacher training, and design and administration of
academic programs at a national scale, and so include
myself among those promoting English learning in Ec-
uador and trying to contribute to its improvement. This
article expresses a critique that I have been able to artic-
ulate since beginning my doctoral studies, a critique that
pertains to me as well, as I have also cited the EF EPI and
its arguments in my work.

With these background concepts established, I would
like to call into question three assumptions about the lan-
guage proficiency index.

First assumption: the EF EPI ranking represents Ecua-
dor’s English proficiency

Headlines like “Ecuador, the worst country in Latin
America in English proficiency, according to report” (El
Universo, 2019) present Ecuador’s English proficiency
according to the EF EPI as a fact revealed by a scientific
study. Additionally, there are academic articles about En-
glish learning in Ecuador (such as, Argudo Serrano et al.,
2021; Macias Mosquera & Villafuerte Holguin, 2020; Orosz
et al., 2021; Sevy-Biloon et al., 2020) that cite the EF EPI
to demonstrate the country’s low level of English. These
references contain the implicit assumption that the EF EPI
tells us something ‘real” about Ecuadorians” English level.
Various aspects of the index undermine that assumption.

Lack of a representative sample and other methodological problems

It is well-known that, in order to suppose that data ob-
tained from a subset of a group describes the group as a
whole or its typical characteristics well, a representative
sample is needed (Cohen et al., 2018). Even when studies
obtain what is considered a representative sample, one
may question who is included in or excluded from that
sample. For instance, Schuelka (2013) questions how well
ILSAs like PISA and TIMSS evaluate countries” educational
quality given that they exclude students with disabilities.
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Unlike traditional ILSAs, the EF EPI does not seek a
representative sample and its data is not the product of
academic research. Rather, it is obtained through for-prof-
it activities. As EF’s reports and website describe, the re-
sults come from two sources: placement tests taken by
people who enroll in the organization’s English courses,
and placement tests that are available online for free (in
exchange for your email address). EF recognizes the lim-
itations of this method of data collection on its website:

The test-taking population represented in this Index is self-selected
and not guaranteed to be representative. Only those who want to
learn English or are curious about their English skills will participate
in one of these tests. This could skew scores lower or higher than
those of the general population. (EF Education First, 2022, Sampling
Biases section, paragraph 1)

EF also recognizes that this method of evaluation tends
to exclude low-income individuals and those without in-
ternet access, which could likely produce artificially high
scores (EF Education First, 2022). At the same time, one
might presume that people who have mastered English
do not have a reason to take EF’s placement tests, a fac-
tor that could lower the average scores. Whatever the case,
without a representative sample there is no basis to claim a
relationship between these results and the country overall.

Assuming that the EF EPI reveals something ‘real’
about Ecuadorians’ skills, conversations surrounding
these rankings (such as in the media and in academic or
public policy events) suggest that they represent the de-
velopment of those skills over the years. That would be
credible if the rankings were calculated in the same way
every year, which is not the case. Though the specific cal-
culations used to produce the rankings are not public, a
comparison of the methodology sections of the annual re-
ports reveals potentially important variations. From 2011
to 2015, the tests included in the index evaluated gram-
mar, vocabulary, reading comprehension, and listening
comprehension, but since 2016 they have only evaluat-
ed reading and listening comprehension (EF Education
First, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019,
2020, 2021b). In another variation, the 2011 index com-
bined results obtained from 2007 through 2009 and the
2012 index presented results from 2009 through 2011 (EF
Education First, 2011, 2012), while from 2013 to 2015 each
index reported just one year (EF Education First, 2013,
2014, 2015). Then, since 2016, scores have been calculat-
ed based not only on the current year’s results but also
on those of the previous year (EF Education First, 2016,
2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021). Additionally, depending on
the year, one, two, three, or four versions of EF’s place-
ment tests are used; for instance, in 2018, only the results
from the online EF Set were included (EF Education First,
2018). Without access to more detailed information on the
instruments, data collected, and method of analysis, it is
not clear how those variations may impact the results, but
we can certainly doubt the validity of comparing them
across time.

In any case, the scores reported in the EF EPI would
not make much sense without the proficiency categories
that EF attributes to them. The definition of these cate-
gories has also varied between reports, with possible
consequences for the way that Ecuador’s performance is
represented.

A. De Angelis / Revista Andina de Educacion 5(2) (2022) 005211 3

The subjectivity of the language proficiency categories

To make the numeric results comprehensible, EF as-
signs them descriptive categories according to score
ranges. There are five possible categorizations: ‘very low
proficiency’, ‘low proficiency’, ‘moderate proficiency’,
‘high proficiency” and “very high proficiency’. From 2011
to 2013 and again from 2019 to 2021, Ecuador was catego-
rized as having ‘very low proficiency’ (see Table 1).

Table 1. Scores, categories and positions of Ecuador in
the EF EPI rankings from 2011 to 2021

R;E;rt EC:::(:‘(:,S Category Regional ranking
2021 440 Very low proficiency 18 of 20 countries
2020 411 Very low proficiency 19 of 19 countries
2019 46.57 Very low proficiency 19 of 19 countries
2018 48.52 Low proficiency 13 of 17 countries
2017 49.42 Low proficiency 13 of 15 countries
2016 49.13 Low proficiency 9 of 14 countries
2015 51.67 Low proficiency 5 of 14 countries
2014 51.05 Low proficiency 4 of 14 countries
2013 46.90 Very low proficiency 9 of 13 countries
2012 47.19 Very low proficiency 9 of 13 countries
2011 44.54 Very low proficiency 10 of 13 countries

Source: EF (2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020 y
2021b).

The EF EPI offers an explanation of the equivalence
of its categories to the Common European Framework
of Reference (CEFR), which provides the terminology
most commonly used in the region to describe language
abilities. The framework describes six levels of compe-
tence: “Basic user (Al & A2), Independent user (Bl & B2)
and Proficient user (C1 & C2)” (Council of Europe, 2021,
p- 34). According to the CEFR, mastering a language
implies having communicative competence—made up
of linguistic, sociolinguistic, and pragmatic competence
(Council of Europe, 2021, p. 130). That is to say, mastery
means being able to interact by means of the language
in sociocultural contexts. The EF EPI reduces language
proficiency to just some of the elements of linguistic com-
petence, limiting the coherence of seeing these scores as
indicators of overall English proficiency, especially as
equivalent to the CEFR.

In the EF EPI from 2011 to 2019, the category “very low’
corresponds to the CEFR A2 level, the ‘low’, ‘moderate’
and ‘high’ categories correspond to subdivisions of the
CEFR B1 level, and “very high” corresponds to the CEFR
B2. This means that the lowest level of the CEFR (A1) is
not even represented in the EF EPI categorization. It is
worth mentioning that Al is not a zero level, since “the
learner can interact in a simple way, ask and answer sim-
ple questions... initiate and respond to simple statements
in areas of immediate need or on very familiar topics”
(Council of Europe, 2021, p. 35). Below the Al level, one
can even describe a pre-Al level where the speaker can
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use greetings and simple expressions (Council of Eu-
rope, 2021). At the A2 level, in contrast, the speaker can
now “understand sentences and frequently used expres-
sions... communicate in simple and routine tasks... de-
scribe in simple terms aspects of his/her background, im-
mediate environment and matters in areas of immediate
need” (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 1): language skills that
merit the categorization of “very low proficiency” on the
EF EPI. To summarize, the EF EPI does not distinguish
between a total lack of language skill in English, the abil-
ity to use some basic expressions in the language, and the
ability to adequately communicate about concrete topics
in English, since all of these would appear as ‘very low
proficiency’. It is worth noting that the distinctions be-
tween pre-Al, Al, and A2 can be very significant in con-
texts like Ecuador.

The tendency of the EF EPI to erase the distinctions
between the initial stages of English learning was exacer-
bated in 2020 and 2021, as the score system changed from
a scale of 0-100 to 0-800 and the equivalency of the cate-
gories was adjusted. ‘Very high proficiency” was raised to
represent a CEFR Cl1 level instead of B2, and the standards
for the other categories were raised as well. Now “very
low proficiency’ not only included A2, but also part of the
level B1, in which individuals know how to “deal with
most situations likely to arise whilst travelling... produce
simple connected text... describe experiences and events,
dreams, hopes & ambitions and briefly give reasons and
explanations for opinions and plans” (Council of Europe,
2001, p. 1). Itis surprising, to say the least, for that level of
proficiency to be included in the worst category of results
on the EF EPL In Ecuador, the Ministry of Education cur-
riculum aims for high school graduates to reach the CEFR
Bl level (Ministerio de Educacion, Ecuador, 2016), and itis
also the standard for minimum proficiency at Ecuadorian
universities (Cajas, 2017). If this goal were being reached
at scale, which would be laudable (as Bl-level speakers
can do a lot with English even without perfect mastery of
the language), Ecuador would not escape the category of
‘very low proficiency” according to the EF EPL

Additionally, comparing the highest and lowest scores
in each category over the years reveals that the cut-off
points between categories have not always been consis-
tent. Some scores that were considered ‘very high profi-
ciency” in 2011 were ‘moderate proficiency” in 2012, some
previously considered ‘moderate proficiency” were cate-
gorized as ‘low proficiency’, and so on, with the cut-off
point of each category rising (EF Education First, 2011,
2012). In 2013, Vietnam had a score of 52.27 and was cate-
gorized as ‘moderate proficiency’, despite the fact that in
the previous year five countries with higher scores were
categorized as ‘low proficiency” (EF Education First, 2012,
2013). After this drop in the lower limit of the “‘moderate
proficiency’ category in 2013, the cut-off point apparent-
ly went up again as of 2015, when other countries with
scores above 52.27, like Peru (52.46), were evaluated as
having ‘low proficiency” (EF Education First, 2015). The
cut-off points between categories appear stable apart
from those inconsistencies, but the observed fluctuations
suggest that the categorization does not depend on inher-
ent differences in quality, but rather on the opaque judg-
ment of EF’s team.
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In summary: although the EF EPI offers annual eval-
uations that supposedly describe the development of
countries” English proficiency over the last ten years, but
it would be difficult for them to reflect progress because
the method of measurement is inconsistent.

There are alternatives for describing Ecuadorians” English proficiency

The critical discourse analysis approach suggests that
we consider alternative ways of addressing this topic, al-
ternatives that may illuminate the biases of the discourse
in question. To take an alternative view on Ecuadorians’
performance on English assessments, I chose to exam-
ine TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) score
reports from ETS, a private non-profit organization that
provides educational testing services (ETS, 2022a)'. The
TOEFL exam is similar to the EF EPI assessments in that
it is a standardized test used around the world that also
lacks representative sampling, as it is taken only by peo-
ple who have some reason to evaluate their English. It
is different in that the TOEFL is a paid test, it awards a
certification that is recognized for academic and profes-
sional purposes, etc., and it evaluates speaking and writ-
ing skills in addition to receptive skills. Additionally, each
ETS report represents the results of exams taken during
the same year of the report, while the EF EPI indexes are
based on evaluations taken during years previous to the
publication date. It is worth noting that ETS shares raw
data from the TOEFL with external researchers (ETS,
2022b), which EF does not permit (EF Education First,
2022), and many studies (such as, Fleckenstein et al., 2020;
Harsch et al., 2017; Kyle et al., 2016) address the validity
of the TOEFL as an assessment instrument.

ETS publishes the average score of the individuals
who took the test in Ecuador each year, and also indicates
equivalencies between TOEFL scores and CEFR levels on
its website (ETS, 2022¢, 2022d). The reports do not offer
any interpretation of the scores but, based on the equiv-
alencies provided on the ETS site, I have included CEFR
levels in Table 2, which summarizes Ecuador’s results
from 2013 to 2020.

Table 2. Ecuador’s average TOEFL scores and CEFR
equivalencies, 2013 to 2020

Report year Ecuador’s average score  Equivalent CEFR level
2020 86 B2
2019 84* B2
2018 491 Bl
2017 519 Bl
2016 512 Bl
2015 507 Bl
2014 496 Bl
2013 495 Bl

* The maximum score changes from 677, until 2018, to a maximum score
of 120 since 2019.
Source: ETS (2020)

1  EF asserts that its index is reliable in part because of the correlation of its
results with TOEFL and IELTS tests (EF Education First, 2022). I use only
the TOEFL as an example because TELTS does not report results for Ecuador
(IELTS Partners, 2022).



ISSN: 2631-2816

In contrast to the EF EPI results visible in Table 1, the
TOEFL results in Table 2 describe English proficiency
in Ecuador as consistently intermediate, in the range of
CEFR B1 to B2. There are various possible explanations for
the discrepancy between these representations. It could be
due to differences in sampling—it is probable that indi-
viduals take the TOEFL when they believe they have al-
ready reached an adequate level of English, and that its
cost attracts individuals with greater resources and aca-
demic preparation. It is also possible that this paid assess-
ment is taken more seriously than a free test. The fact that
the TOEFL evaluates productive skills that are not part of
the EF EPI evaluations could also have an impact.

Having said that, these differences between the sam-
ples and instruments should be similar in all the coun-
tries where the two assessments are taken and should
therefore be less important when we consider Ecua-
dorians’ performance in comparison to other countries.
(I will address the validity of these comparisons in Sec-
tion 4.) According to the EF EPI, Ecuador’s comparative
level is discouraging, with the exceptions of the 2014 and
2015 reports (see Table 1). The reports from 2019 and 2020
(which represent results from the years 2018 and 2019)
are especially negative, as Ecuador has last place in Lat-
in America. Meanwhile, Ecuadorians’ average scores in
TOEFL results (see Table 3) are very similar to those of the
region overall. Even in the EF EPI's worst years, the TOE-
FL results suggest that Ecuador’s English is absolutely
typical of the Americas. I should note that the EF EPI and
the TOEFL define the region with which Ecuador is com-
pared differently: EF’s index includes only Spanish- and
Portuguese-speaking countries of the Americas, while
ETS groups countries geographically in the region ‘Amer-
icas” and includes French-speaking countries, like Haiti,
and English-speaking countries, like the United States,
where presumably test takers are primarily ‘non-native’
speakers. ETS also reports average TOEFL scores by na-
tive language (see column 4 of Table 3), and Ecuador’s
results are equally typical of Spanish speakers.?

Table 3. Regional comparison of Ecuador’s TOEFL re-
sults, 2011 to 2021

Report | Bawadors | KO ngae
year average score deviation) Spanish
2020 86 86.39 (6.93) 88
2019 84 84.06 (6.71) 85
2018 491 507.42 (21.37) 491
2017 519 504.86 (22.03) 494
2016 512 501.54 (20.41) 497
2015 507 505.74 (28.04) 505
2014 496 501.71 (30.65) 502
2013 495 496.76 (27.99) 503

Source: ETS (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021

2 While ETS provides averages by native language, it does not provide regional
averages, so I have calculated the regional averages based on the national
averages provided, without weighting these by population.
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My argument is not that TOEFL results represent the
country’s linguistic skills better than the EF EPI, but rath-
er that, due to differences in methodology and presenta-
tion of the data, the lessons drawn from numerical evi-
dence can vary dramatically. The version told by the EF
EPI—that the country has an alarmingly low level of En-
glish that resists efforts for improvement—is not the only
way to describe Ecuadorians’ performance in this area;
and for the reasons described above, there are abundant
reasons to take this version with reservations.

Second assumption: the comparison of countries is
meaningful, evident and impartial

The second assumption regarding the EF EPI that I
would like to call into question is that the comparisons it
makes between countries are meaningful —that there are
real differences in language proficiency when a country
has a higher or lower score than another —and that pub-
lishing this type of comparison is a natural and disinter-
ested use of the data. In this section, I will discuss the
lack of support for these international comparisons, the
interest in making them, and the possible consequences.

Lack of support for international comparisons

As a public, we have become accustomed over the last
twenty years to the rankings and comparative results of
international large-scale assessments. In discussions of
educational policy, PISA rankings, for instance, are cited
as if they indicated precisely how relatively effective one
country’s educational system is compared to another, re-
gardless of contextual differences (Gillborn et al., 2018).
Despite many calls to contextualize these comparative
measures and to interpret them with caution, they tend to
be “taken for granted” (Grek, 2009).

But the problem with the EF EPI's comparisons goes be-
yond the general skepticism that may be applied to ILSAs
in general. In Section 3.1, I addressed the importance that
large-scale studies be based on a representative sample
that takes into account the size and heterogeneity of the
overall population (Cohen et al., 2018). Nonetheless, the
EF EPI simply includes all the countries with at least 400
tests taken and does not report the number of observations
available by country, though it asserts that, in many cases,
the number is above the minimum. Despite this limitation,
it claims that the value of its index lies in its capacity to
make comparisons (EF Education First, 2022).

We should therefore understand the EF EPI ranking
as the product of a deliberate decision to compare re-
sults and make classifications. Again, the example of the
TOEFL allows us to consider what alternatives exist for
representing national assessment data when there is no
sampling procedure that would support making com-
parisons and there are various contextual factors to ac-
count for. ETS provides tables with the average scores for
each country where at least 30 exams have been taken;
the countries are organized by region and, within the re-
gion, alphabetically, not by score. The same type of table
provides average scores by native language. Each report
specifies that the purpose of these tables is to be able to
compare an individual’s results with the average of his or
her peers, and includes the following warning;:
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ETS, creator of the TOEFL test, does not endorse the practice of ranking
countries on the basis of TOEFL scores, as this is a misuse of data. ... The
differences in the number of students taking the test in each country, how
early English is introduced into the curriculum, how many hours per week
are devoted to learning English, and the fact that those taking the test are
not representative of all English speakers in each country or any defined
population make ranking by test score meaningless. (ETS, 2020, p. 19)

All of the same reasons for caution that ETS mentions
are also relevant in the case of the EF EPI. However, rath-
er than cautioning against international comparisons, EF
promotes and publicizes them.

Publicity and the interest in producing a ranking

In contrast to the simple tables of TOEFL scores, the EF
EPI reports are visually attractive and easy to read and in-
terpret. The index has its own website, where the rankings
appear together with the banner “EF EPlin the press”, high-
lighting newspapers and magazines that have published
articles about these results (EF Education First, 2022). In
these ways, the EF EPI is designed to be attention-getting
and publicized. Producing an international ranking gener-
ates news value, creating content that spreads ‘organically’
(autonomously, beyond paid publicity).

EF’s mission is “to open the world through educa-
tion” (EF Education First, 2021a), but it is also a private
for-profit company, which implies that it will necessarily
act in accordance with its interest in generating profit as
well as educating. Let us take the first paragraph of the
most recent EF EPI report as an example: “In a globalized
world, the adoption of a common language is inevitable.
Communication enables connection, accelerates innova-
tion and facilitates understanding... People are learning
English because it is useful to them” (EF Education First,
2021b, p. 4). This sounds like an advertisement for En-
glish study, and it is. Publishing an English proficiency
index creates a platform for EF to generate interest in its
services, especially in countries that have a low classifica-
tion in the rankings. The fact that the categorizations EF
constructs tend to present proficiency levels in a negative
light (classifying as “very low” what is described by anoth-
er framework as ‘independent user’) also coincides with
EF’s interests. If our English is poor, we should improve
it through study —and, among the options for study, EF
has a competitive advantage thanks to the reputation it
builds with its own ranking.

While the narrative that our English is poor works in
favor of the business interests of companies like EF that
sell language study programs, it may have worrisome con-
sequences for the educational system. In countries where
performance on ILSAs is comparatively low, these results
tend to be presented in the media as a failure of the nation-
al education system and public confidence in the education
system declines (Pizmony-Levy & Bjorklund, 2018). This in
turn strengthens initiatives to reduce public funding in ed-
ucation and motivates those with the means to withdraw
from the public system, which further weakens it. This is a
familiar and worrying pattern in Ecuador, where socioeco-
nomic status is highly predictive of academic performance,
where (INEVAL, 2018) the quality of English learning is
especially associated with the difference between public
and private schooling. We should consider that when Ec-
uadorians’ English level is negatively evaluated, we tend
to blame the public education system.
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It is also in EF’s interests to establish itself as an ed-
ucational authority, educational policy actor, and trusted
provider. For example, in 2019, EF collaborated with the
Municipality of Quito to assess students at municipal high
schools for free. The Municipality’s blog illustrates how
EF inserts itself into educational policy, commenting that:

The idea is, looking ahead, to start a conversation and make deci-
sions to improve teaching... EF is a world leader in language teach-
ing. “We have experts in linguistics who can give advice and contrib-
ute to this process of improvement, not only in student evaluation
but also, on another level, in teacher training and education”, lem-
molo [Administrative Director of EF] reiterated. (Municipio de Qui-
to, 2019, paragraph 7)

This is a perfect example of how edu-business, a grow-
ing business model in the last decades, operates (Ball,
2012). A for-profit educational company provides data
that is useful for evaluating and guiding education policy,
and also sells solutions to the problems diagnosed by its
data. Ball (2012) explains that, in this way, the edu-busi-
ness creates a “virtuous circle” that produces new profit
opportunities (p. 99). To the extent that private compa-
nies provide needed resources and information, the in-
tersection of business and educational goals may seem
convenient. However, these instances of corporate partic-
ipation in education policy legitimize the participation of
corporations in decision making that was previously the
purview of the State, despite their having no responsi-
bility to the public or to the common good (Robertson &
Verger, 2012; Zakharia & Menashy, 2020).

To sum up, I invite us to consider that when we share
the EF EPI rankings, we are not necessarily contribut-
ing to a meaningful exploration of the quality of English
language education, but supporting the interests of a
for-profit company to promote itself as well as corporate
authority in education —a worrisome trend with implica-
tions for equity in the quality of that education.

Third assumption: concern for language proficiency is
equivalent to concern for equity

The last assumption that I would like to address is the
idea that concern for who acquires language proficiency
is in itself a way of addressing issues of equity. This as-
sumption is illustrated in the executive summary of the
2021 EF EPI: “English has the potential to be a powerful
driver of diversity and inclusion over the coming de-
cade, if only everyone gets an equal shot at learning it”
(EF Education First, 2021b, p. 5). There are two compo-
nents to this assumption: the idea that learning English
necessarily brings certain benefits, and the idea that ac-
cess to effective language learning is sufficient to access
those benefits.

The assumption that English is a driver of economic and social
development

Itis undeniable that many jobs and academic programs
require good English proficiency: in Ecuador, many of us
can identify moments when we obtained or missed cer-
tain opportunities due to our ability to speak English.
This experience leads us to believe that, at a societal level,
English learning generates opportunities and eliminates
barriers. The EF EPI claims as much, asserting that “En-
glish increases economic competitiveness” (EF Education
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First, 2021b, p. 4) and that “because English opens up in-
ternational opportunities, it can expand socioeconomic
mobility beyond that which a country can provide on its
own” (EF Education First, 2021b, p. 16). The claim that
English can improve socioeconomic condition is usually
based on the correlation between English proficiency (ac-
cording to unreliable indicators) and GDP or per capita
income (EF Education First, 2021b; McCormick, 2013).
But such correlations do not necessarily imply that skill
in English produces prosperity. We could also interpret
good English as a product of the additional resources
found in countries with greater economic prosperity.

Various authors have explored and questioned the in-
strumental value of English as a driver of economic and
social development (Grin, 2001; Kubota, 2011; Mackenzie,
2021). The study most relevant to this analysis is Macken-
zie’s exploration of the relationship between English and
development in Colombia. Using various indicators, he
examines the possible benefits of English for Colombians
in terms of income and employment, trade and economic
growth, international mobility, schooling and higher edu-
cation, and foreign aid. His conclusion is that the benefits
of learning English in the country go principally to the
most socioeconomically advantaged, and that the pres-
ence of English in Colombia actually exacerbates existing
inequities. This conclusion matches previous studies in
other parts of the world that suggest that English profi-
ciency is a positional good whose value depends largely
on context (Grin, 2001) and that an individual’s capability
to take advantage of his or her linguistic skills depends
on gender, race, education level, and other factors related
to social status (Mackenzie, 2021).

When EF proposes English as “driver of diversity and
inclusion”, it also warns that “if English skills are distrib-
uted unequally, they will only compound the problem”
(EF Education First, 2021b, p. 16). This is doubtless true,
but framing it as a question of access to the language im-
plies that, if we improve English for everyone, we will be
addressing inequality and exclusion. Mackenzie’s (2021)
analysis cautions that it is not only a question of the dis-
tribution of skill, but also of the social structures that cre-
ate circumstances where the most advantaged members
of society can reap the benefits of English, while those
facing social and economic barriers have little chance to
access socioeconomic mobility and social inclusion with
or without English. That is not to say that teaching En-
glish or improving access to English learning is useless,
but rather that those efforts do not fix problems of equity.
We should not pretend that English is in itself a solution,
particularly when it may even reinforce inequality.

Of course, EF is far from the only actor in the English
language teaching field that promotes the assumption that
English learning implies prosperity and equity. This is the
rhetoric of English language educational policies of many
countries, including Ecuador. It is based in human capital
theory, the most influential educational theory of the last
century (Tonini, 2021), which proposes that education has
an economic value because investing in education is prof-
itable for individuals and societies. However, this theory
presupposes that the economic and social structure can
provide better-paying jobs to people with greater edu-
cational attainment, which is not the case in all contexts
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(Tonini, 2021). Even though this perspective on English
goes beyond the EF EP], it should be an important consid-
eration in the way that we talk about this index.

The power of large-scale assessments to legitimize educational
doctrines

While EF’s discourse on the instrumental value of
English in society is the product of the dominant global
narrative about English and education, the EF EPI is also
a powerful force in the legitimation of that narrative. As
Cardoso (2020) explains (see Section 2.2), international
large-scale assessments have the power to produce evi-
dence that confirms their own perspectives on education
and thus construct an educational landscape where their
results are cited and respected. Such is the case with the
EF EPI: EF’s Senior Vice-president for Academic Affairs
uses the EF EPI data to assert in the Harvard Business Re-
view that the interaction between English proficiency and
gross national income per capita is a virtuous cycle, with
improving English skills driving up salaries, which in
turn give governments and individuals more money to
invest in language training. (McCormick, 2013, parrafo 4)

This assertion is based on the fallacy that correlation
proves causation. McCormick’s publication is then cited by
publications about English teaching in Ecuador (Orosz et
al., 2021) and in the region (Hernandez-Fernandez & Rojas,
2018) as evidence of the importance of English. In this way,
the narrative that English is a vehicle for prosperity and
inclusion to the extent that acceptable levels of proficiency
are attained — a narrative written by EF and confirmed us-
ing its own data — becomes a natural element of how we in
Ecuador understand the role of English.

The assumption that concern for linguistic skill equals
concern for equity is influential in educational policy and
practice. Cardona-Escobar et al. (2021) demonstrate how,
in the case of Colombia’s Plan Nacional del Bilingiiismo,
English learning is framed as a solution to problems of
equity in Colombian society. At the same time, the tools
that are put forth to support that learning are standard-
ized curriculum and testing that enable accountability to
international standards. The problem with this strategy
is that it does not represent a path to equity but rather
“a desire for equality of inputs and resources and a hope
for an equality of outcomes (laudable, but not equitable,
goals)” (Cardona-Escobar et al. 2021, p. 8-9). Standardiz-
ing methods, materials and expectations does not mean
that all students will have the same opportunity to learn
English because, as Cardona-Escobar et al. explain, equi-
ty requires differentiating the educational approach ac-
cording to specific populations and needs. The discourse
of English as a vehicle for inclusion and equity, though
it pays lip service to the goal of equity, does not actually
help create equitable educational conditions.

Nonetheless, according to the perspective found in the
EF EPI and in much public discussion about English, the
important thing is that Ecuador’s average level is inade-
quate and must be raised to improve our participation in
the global labor market. When one perspective becomes
so generalized that it is almost invisible, it tends to make
other possibilities unthinkable. What other ways of think-
ing about English teaching might we be missing when
we perpetuate EF’s narrative? Of course, the country’s
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level of English certainly can and should be improved;
but what other results, aside from listening and reading
scores, could also be important in English classrooms?
For instance, what about the socioemotional wellbeing of
students and teachers, or the valuing of diverse cultural
perspectives that languages, English and others, including
local languages, can bring with them? These aspects of ed-
ucation are, in fact, mentioned in the national curriculum,
but since they are not evaluated by international rankings,
successes or failures, do not have much weight in English
language educational policy. And beyond the classroom,
what changes are needed so that learning English really
makes sense for our least advantaged students? This ques-
tion is even less addressed but is fundamental to ensuring
that our efforts to improve English teaching really contrib-
ute to the common good and not only the benefit of a few.

6. Conclusion

In the EF EPI, we find a convenient source of data to
describe English language proficiency in Ecuador and
contrast it with other countries; yet we should think twice
before taking this data at face value and citing it as fact.
Like any type of evidence, the indicators this instrument
provides are the product of human decisions and they
imply an ideological position and a set of interests that do
not necessarily coincide with the interests of Ecuadorian
society. We see here that the assumptions supporting the
importance and authority of the EF EPI are undermined
by limitations in sampling, methodological inconsisten-
cies, and misguided or deceptive use of correlated indica-
tors, together with a discourse that confuses equity with
the application of uniform standards. By calling attention
to Ecuador as deficient in English, the EF EPI feeds a nar-
rative according to which Ecuadorians are bad at learning
English or the Ecuadorian educational system is bad at
teaching it. Neither version of this narrative contributes
to improving the conditions for learning English in Ec-
uador or for equity in education, but they do serve EF’s
commercial interests. Though it is not unlikely that Ecua-
dor’s English is in fact quite low, as the EF EPI asserts, |
believe there are reasons to think that, rather than being
the embarrassment of the region, our English is quite typ-
ically mediocre and has improved in the last ten years.
In any case, the undisputed dissemination of a discourse
that sells superficial and profitable solutions to complex
social problems is worrisome.

With the arguments of this essay, I invite those of us who
discuss English learning in Ecuador to approach the EF EPI
with caution and to be deliberately skeptical when we refer
to it. My recommendation would be for us to mention the
specific methodological limitations of the EF EPI when we
cite it, or at least clarify that its methodology is problematic.
We can also avoid presenting it as the only possible source
of information and mention other types of data on Ecuador-
ians” English performance, such as the TOEFL. It would be
good practice to note that the organization that produces the
EF EPJ, a for-profit company, has a specific perspective and
motivations related to English learning.

Longer term, we should analyze what information
regarding the state of English learning would be most
valuable in the Ecuadorian context and generate alterna-
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tive forms of evaluation to those currently available that
could provide information that would guide us towards
both quality and equity. Finally, when we talk about the
role English may play in opening up opportunities for Ec-
uadorians, let’s also talk about the need for educational
policies that are equitable and differentiated for those stu-
dents who may encounter barriers when trying to learn
the language or benefit from its use. In their critique of
the way quantitative indicators can be idealized, Gillborn
et al. (2018) note that, too often, those who use numerical
data lack awareness of or interest in issues of social in-
equality. Let’s be the exception.
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