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Escuelas particulares (as private schools in Mexico are called) comprise a small fraction of the Mexican
educational system. They serve between 10 to 20 percent of the student population, depending on the
instructional level. Mexico’s educational private sector pales in size in comparison to other nations both
in the Global South and North that have entrenched voucher and charter school arrangements, both of
which have not been introduced in Mexico. However, despite their modest size, private schools play a
large role in the Mexican system. They contribute to the goal of full educational coverage, which the
public sector has been unable to achieve, and they stand in for public schools where the latter fail to
provide certain educational goods. Furthermore, the private sector is very diverse: it includes elite
schools, middle class schools, and low-fee schools; religious and secular schools; and schools serving
ethnic Indigenous students. Private schools are also said to be valuable insofar as they enable social and
cultural pluralism. But they are also charged with creating or exacerbating social stratification. Due to
the diversity of these schools and the families who demand their services, their effect on educational
justice is worth considering.

On March 14, 2020, the Mexican government announced that all schools—public and private, at every
level from preschool through postsecondary education—would close for one month in response to
Covid-19. They remained closed for seventeen months. After the initial shutdown, the government
quickly implemented Aprende en Casa (Learning at Home), a distance learning program built on existing
infrastructure for educational television.? This program allowed students without home computers or
internet access to continue their education, which was particularly important for rural families who often
lacked these resources. Teachers were expected to supplement this national system, assigning
homework and communicating with their students via telephone, text messages, video calls, and social
media.?

This disruption to education impacted all schools, including private schools. Before the pandemic struck,
approximately 10% of Mexico’s primary school students and 20% of secondary school students attended
private schools. But with all students suddenly forced to learn from home, some private school parents
questioned whether those school fees were now worth the cost.* Their concerns were compounded by
the economic downturn that Mexico experienced during the pandemic. “Because we've seen so much
unemployment,” one business leader explained, “the first thing [families] take off the list is paying for a
private school.”?

With the future of their schools uncertain, panic set in for teachers, administrators, and families. “We are
facing a tremendous crisis,” lamented the president of the National Association of Private Schools.
“Many schools are losing students and will certainly have to close.”® For one principal of a middle-class
private elementary school with fewer than 80 students pre-pandemic, losing more than five kids in three
months started to feel like “the most severe crisis the school has ever faced [...] Many parents
experienced a very difficult economic situation [...] We tried to support them, but that meant a
significant reduction in our income while keeping our regular expenses [...] Even when we shifted online
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we still had to pay the rent, otherwise we would lose the building.”* This school leader’s experience was
hardly unique. By the end of the 2021-2022 school year, private schools had seen enroliment drop by
19.5%, from preschool through upper-secondary education. At the end of that same academic year, the
Ministry of Education registered a drop of 3,038 private schools in the same education levels, compared
to the academic year 2018-2019.2

In the summer of 2020, private schools petitioned the government for assistance, requesting forgiveness
for payroll and property taxes, and asking to reopen for in-person learning before the national shutdown
was lifted. At first, it seemed that the government might provide some support to private schools. In
early August 2020, President Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador stated: “No one will be left without the right
to education and to the best of our ability we will also help these private schools. We have to do it
because it is about education.”? However, ultimately the government denied all petitions from private
schools, with the Secretary of Education explaining that “our relationship with private schools is about
study plans and programs,” not finances.*

The situation in Mexico raises a question: during times of crisis, what do governments owe to the private
schools that exist alongside their public system? This question is relevant not only to Mexico but to
countries around the world where private schools educate significant numbers of students. And given
the likelihood of future pandemics, climate disasters, and civic unrest, times of crisis will almost certainly
come again. Was the Mexican government’s refusal to support private schools an ethical policy choice?
Were more ethical alternatives available?

Prioritizing the Most Vulnerable or Creating New Vulnerability?

At first glance, the answer to these questions seems simple: In a time of crisis, the government should
prioritize the most vulnerable. And the most vulnerable students were clearly not private school
students. Even before the pandemic, the Mexican education system struggled to produce equitable
results, with the richest 20% of students five times more likely than the poorest 20% of students to
complete upper secondary school.** The pandemic only exacerbated this inequality, as students in rural
areas struggled to access even the digital learning materials provided by Aprende en Casa.* In contrast,
most private schools were located in less socially disadvantaged areas, where students had better access
to the internet. And students from private schools came from families who could afford school fees and
were thus better resourced than the poorest students. What grounds could justify diverting government
resources from schools that struggled to educate their students even before the pandemic hit to private
schools that (on the whole) served a more affluent and advantaged population?

Moreover, private school students whose schools closed would not be denied an education; after all,
schooling from preschool through upper secondary school is compulsory in Mexico. “Nobody’s going to
be left out. We're ready to receive this wave of migration from private schools,” Deputy Education
Minister Marcos Bucio announced at a press conference.** One could argue that, rather than divert funds
to private schools, the government should reserve its funds to ensure that the public system was ready
for those private school students whose schools closed. Students who didn’t wish to attend public school
could enroll in another private school. From this angle, the policy was clearly equitable.

However, it was unclear whether the public system could actually absorb large numbers of private school
students. The Mexican education system frankly relies on private schools to cushion enroliment,
especially at the preschool and upper-secondary education levels. For example, while preschool was
declared compulsory by Congress in 2004, the public system has not kept pace with the demand for
enrollment.22 From 2010 to 2019, the number of private preschools grew at a higher rate than public
ones,*® and 15.7% of preschool students were enrolled in the private system in 2019-2020.%



Upper-secondary education, in turn, was declared compulsory by Congress in 2012. Representatives set
a ten-year period to achieve 100% of enrollment at this level. However, by 2021, the gross rate of
enrollment was only 77.2.2 Though the number of public high schools grew faster than private ones in
that decade, and though private high schools were more likely to exist in places with higher-income
families, still 18.1% of upper-secondary students across the country were enrolled in a private school in
2021.2 Without private schooling, the gross rate of enrollment in upper-secondary education would be
only 63.2. It is difficult to deny, then, that private preschools and high schools in Mexico contribute to
the public goal of expanding access to education.

Offering support to help private schools stay open potentially could have helped stem the flood of
students who left the educational system during the worst years of the pandemic. In total, in the
academic year 2021-2022 there were 1,681,250 fewer enrolled students than there were in the school
year 2019-2020, a decrease of 5.5%.% Among the population between 3 and 29 years old who were not
enrolled in school during the 2020-2021 academic year, 400,000 reported that their main reason for
non-enrollment was that “There was no school, it was far, or there were not enough spots.”? The
highest percentages of unenrolled students were found in preschool and upper-secondary education,
exactly where private school enrollment is highest. These numbers suggest that the government’s lack of
support for private schools did in fact end up hurting Mexico’s youth.

Furthermore, the government could have used the pandemic to nudge the private system toward more
equitable and inclusive ends. To support vulnerable students and make private education more
accessible, the government could have offered conditional support, requiring private schools to
strengthen their impact on the public good. For instance, it could have made financial support
contingent on private schools’ providing scholarships based on socioeconomic need. Similarly, the
government could have taken individual schools’ needs and student populations into
consideration—perhaps by giving support only to those private schools serving a higher percentage of
middle-class and low-income families, or those located in areas where such families reside.

Direct financial support for private schools would have been unusual, but not entirely unprecedented.
Two tax subsidies for families already existed: private school fees were not taxable, and parents with
children in private schools could exclude part of the tuition from their taxable income. These forms of
state support have become such a vital part of the educational system that when the federal
administration proposed eliminating the tax exemption for school fees in 2013, arguing that it amounted
to a regressive economic incentive, all parties in Congress (except the then-president’s party) rejected
the proposal. One representative in Congress declared, “Public education has not been able to meet the
educational needs of the country. Many middle-class Mexican families make great efforts to invest in
their children's education, making tuition payments in private schools [...].” So perhaps the government
already had more of a financial relationship with private schools than the Secretary of Education
suggested when he denied their requests for assistance.

Furthermore, maybe there were good reasons for the government to support all private schools during
COVID, regardless of the student population they served. School closures are difficult and disruptive for
children, families, and communities under any circumstances,* and the Covid-19 pandemic was a
particularly chaotic time for young people; one could argue that working to preserve stability for children
in times of turmoil would in fact be a worthy ethical goal. One mother of a primary student diagnosed
with special needs lamented the disruption the pandemic caused her daughter: “She is just desperate!
She misses her friends. She is constantly saying that she wants to see her friends, her teacher, be at
school.”2 Students across the country faced the same disruption, which was compounded for students
whose schools never reopened. Furthermore, private schools offer Mexican students communities that
are difficult, if not impossible, to find in the public system. Among other things, they can provide



alternative pedagogical philosophies and methods and offer religious education.? A principal of a
Montessori elementary school said that multiple parents forced to leave the school shared with her
“their frustration of taking their children out of a school community with the kind of Montessori
pedagogy we practice [...] which was the kind of education they wanted for their kids.”2 Private schools
allow students and families to build community around shared values. Losing these unique environments
and school communities could create new populations of vulnerable children.

Reopening Early, Moving Ahead, Leveling Down

And what of the private schools’ other request? Even if the government chose not to grant tax subsidies,
they could have allowed these schools to open their doors to in-person instruction if they could do so
safely. With their small size and strong infrastructure, many private schools were well-positioned to
provide safe in-class learning opportunities. While there was little guidance from the federal government
about the necessary conditions for reopening, the non-profit organization Mexicanos Primero created
the Back to School Index, an analysis of the very different conditions across Mexican states and
municipalities, which might have allowed some schools to return earlier than others. One of the two
dimensions in the index was Opportunity to Return, which considered three main indicators: schools’
characteristics, households’ vulnerability, and epidemiological context (infection, hospitalization, and
vaccination rates). According to the index, some schools across the country, both public and private,
presented a high opportunity to return before the government finally reauthorized in-person classes in
June 2021.

However, Opportunity to Return was not the only dimension on the Back to School index from Mexicanos
Primero. The second was Educational Urgency—in fact, the initiative was created to “reverse a
management of the opening and closing of schools based solely on epidemiological information,”%
shifting the focus to educational equity instead. A school’s urgency to return was based on family
demographics that contributed to students’ marginalization and prevented them from accessing remote
learning. Many schools with high educational urgency were located in rural areas, which were far less
likely to have private schools than the urban centers. So while granting private schools’ requests for early
reopening might have made sense from a health perspective, it might not from an ethical one.

Furthermore, if private schools had been authorized to open, the result would have been a deepening of
the existing problem of inequality. While private schools are not a homogenous group, in many cases the
students who attend them are socio-economically better off than those in public schools, particularly
public schools in rural or low-income areas, which scored high in educational urgency. Authorization to
reopen would have exacerbated already existing inequalities, giving private school students the social
and pedagogical advantages that come with in-person instruction.%

Indeed, the highest profile case of a private school wishing to reopen early underscores these questions
about equity. When Humanitree School, founded by Mexican billionaire Ricardo Salinas Pliego and
located in a wealthy neighborhood of Mexico City, reopened its doors without government permission,
they faced a scandal. One Twitter user vividly expressed their concern: “What privileges does
@RicardoBSalinas have that his Humanitree school in Lomas is open when @SEP_mx [the Federal
Secretary of Education] has not given the green light?”% While Humanitree’s average class size of 12
students® did make reopening safer than it would have been in more crowded classrooms, those small
class sizes came at a big cost: 15,000-17,000 pesos per month, a prohibitive amount for all but the
wealthiest families.® Why should such “privileged” children, in the words of the disgruntled Twitter user,
receive yet another advantage, in-person instruction, when so many across the country were denied it?
At the same time, requiring private schools who requested to reopen to remain closed didn’t actually



provide any benefit to the most disadvantaged children. What far-reaching consequences would the rigid
mandates that kept both private and public schools closed ultimately have? Would Mexico see a leveling
down effect, sending a generation of students into the job market with diminished qualifications? Would
the social-emotional challenges of remote learning have negative effects on their mental health for years
to come?

Looking Back and Looking Ahead

So was the Mexican government’s response to private schools during the pandemic ethical educational
policy? Recall that over 3000 private schools closed in just three years, disrupting the lives of thousands
of students and their families. Should the government have helped those schools stay open—even at the
cost of diverting resources from other vulnerable populations during this time of unprecedented crisis?

While this case explores the ethics of the Mexican government’s response to private schools during
COVID, many countries around the world rely on private schools to educate students. What
responsibility—if any—do governments have to help private schools remain open? What
responsibility—if any—do governments have to the children and families who have come to rely on
those school communities? How should these countries respond if their private schools ask for aid in the
next time of crisis?
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