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Summary

An accumulation of research across hundreds of studies shows the benefits of quality early childhood care and education for children’s
later learning, school success and social development. In recognition of the value of providing early learning opportunities, many nations
have expanded early childhood care and education in recent years. Mexico provides an interesting case in which expansion of early
childhood care and education has occurred in the past 5 years, as have initiatives to improve quality and revise the national curriculum for
preschoolers.

This paper examines three policy initiatives that occurred in Mexico between 2000 and 2006 - preschool expansion, quality improvement
and curricular reform. The preschool expansion included a mandate for all parents in Mexico to send their preschool-aged children (3, 4 and
5 years old) to preschool, with target dates of 2004, 2005 and 2008 for 100 per cent coverage of 5-year-olds, 4-yeaolds and 3-year-olds,
respectively. The quality improvement initiative was part of a larger programme providing supplemental funds to select preschools and
schools in Mexico’s public education system. Finally, the curricular reform instituted a new preschool curriculum to be implemented
nationwide for all programmes across the 3- to 5-year-old age range.

We utilize a combination of national data and synthesis of existing studies to review each policy according to the three dimensions of
coverage, quality and equity. We find that the preschool mandate resulted in rapid increases in enrolment. In 2005, 98 per cent of 5-year-
olds, 81 per cent of 4-year-olds and 25 per cent of 3-year-olds were enrolled in preschool. The greatest increases occurred among 4- year-
olds. A consequence of the rapid increase for 4-year-olds was that coverage for 3-year-olds actually declined in approximately half of the
Mexican states. The slow progress in enrolment of 3- year-olds is seen to be affected also by reluctance on the part of parents. We draw
attention to the international discussion on how best to respond to the development needs of children around the age of three and suggest
alternatives to centre, education-based systems.

Although national averages of class size did not increase significantly, the proportion of preschools with average student-adult ratio of 30
or more did rise significantly in the general, CENDI, indigenous and CONAFE systems. In the general system (the largest system), the
increase in proportion of preschools with average ratio of 30 or more from 12 per cent in 2001 to 18 per cent in 2005. The average
increase in these structural indicators of quality was relatively small due to increases in numbers of preschools, particularly in urban areas.
The impact of the mandate on other aspects of quality is unclear. The quality improvement initiative affected a relatively small number of
preschools. In addition, the preschools that received quality improvement funds in the first 2 years of the programme were relatively larger
and had more resources to begin with than other preschools. The national curricular reform was created after a comprehensive process of
obtaining input from teachers, directors and early education officials from across all the Mexican states. This process resulted in the
implementation of an open curriculum based on comprehensive notions of the multiple domains of competencies in early childhood
development. The curriculum requires high levels of teacher initiative and reflective practice. We provide information regarding how
teachers, principals and other educators have responded to this demanding and challenging curriculum.

The paper concludes with policy options in each of the areas of preschool expansion, quality improvement and curricular reform. More
funding is needed particularly targeted to ECCE services in poor and vulnerable communities, to support teachers achieve their
licenciatura, to address the needs of preschools with very large student:teacher ratios and to develop strong systems of monitoring and
research for the continuous adaptation of the system, particularly with respect to equity in access to quality services.
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