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Introduction 

Available evidence shows that there is a global learning crisis, which 
worsened after the prolonged closure of schools due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. As a result of these closures, Latin America and the 
Caribbean was one of the regions where greater inequality emerged, 
along with learning disruption, reduced school engagement, high 
dropout rates, learning gaps and learning loss, and widening 
educational disparities (Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean [ECLAC], 2020; Boruchowicz, Parker, & Robbins, 
2022; World Bank, 2020).

Mexico is no exception. Evidence documents the pandemic’s impact 
on learning. In PISA 2022, Mexico was the third-worst performing 
OECD country in mathematics and reading comprehension, and the 
country with the lowest score in science. Mexico also ranked 35th out 
of 37 OECD member countries, with an average score of 407 (the 
OECD average is 478) (IMCO, 2023). In addition, in southern Mexico, 
the share of children and adolescents who were able to read a simple 
story decreased from 75% in 2019 to 58% in 2021, and the share who 
correctly answered division problems fell from 49% to 20%. Learning 
poverty—understood as the inability to read and understand a simple 
text by age 10 (World Bank, 2021a)—also increased, averaging 21.5% 
in reading and 29.3% in arithmetic (Hevia, Vergara-Lope, 
Velásquez-Durán, & Calderón, 2022).

These results underscore the urgent need to address learning gaps, 
defined as “the absence of expected learning relative to learners’ age 
and grade level” (Vergara-Lope & Hevia, 2018, p. 47), in order to 
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This document analyzes the imple-
mentation of evidence-based practic-
es such as the MIA Learning Camps 
and their potential to function as an 
effective response to foundational 
learning gaps—that is, deficits in read-
ing and mathematics skills experi-
enced by students even when they 
attend school regularly.

The document describes the method-
ologies that underpin these camps: 
Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) and 
Combined Activities for Maximized 
Learning (CAMaL), as well as their 
implementation model, which centers 
community engagement beyond the 
formal school setting through summer 
learning programs facilitated by 
trained community volunteers.

The practical and social implications 
of these camps are examined, and 
reflections are offered for public 
policy and community-based actions 
aimed at addressing learning gaps.



To examine this in depth, we share an 
implementation experience of Learning Camps 
in the Summer Course modality in the Juluchuca 
micro-watershed, in the municipality of Petatlán 
in the state of Guerrero. This was a 
community-driven and participatory response to 
learning gaps, beyond school systems, and it 
was made possible through a strategic 
partnership between MIA and the Regenerando 
de Sierra y Mar Association (ReSiMar). This 
partnership made it possible to bring 
educational innovations to children and 
adolescents in this area, focused on: (a) 
reducing learning gaps and foundational 
learning loss in reading and mathematics; (b) 
strengthening participants’ motivation to learn 
through playful and community-based strategies; 
and (c) fostering community participation. Next, 
we offer reflections on how these types of camps 
can be consolidated as an effective response to 
the educational context described above 
(Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 2020; UN, 2020).

Implementation
of MIA Learning Camps

Methodology

MIA Learning Camps are educational 
innovations aimed at improving foundational 
learning in reading and mathematics. They are 
grounded in the methodologies Teaching at 
the Right Level (TaRL) and Combined Activities 
for Maximized Learning (CAMaL), and they 

protect students’ educational trajectories and 
equip them with tools that enable lifelong 
learning—such as reading, numeracy, and 
problem solving (UNESCO, 1990).

In this context, it is necessary to design and 
implement effective and sustainable 
actions—namely, evidence-based practices—to 
improve the foundational learning of children 
and adolescents in Mexico. To address these 
challenges, the Independent Measurement of 
Learning (MIA) Special Advocacy Program has 
developed a set of educational innovations 
focused on foundational reading and 
mathematics for primary and lower secondary 
education, known as Learning Camps. These are 
implemented in different modalities: (a) 
school-based: during class hours within schools; 
(b) extracurricular: outside regular hours in 
school or community spaces; and (c) summer 
courses: during the school break 
(Velásquez-Durán, Hevia, & Vergara-Lope, 2021; 
2024).

As discussed below, one of the defining features 
of these innovations is their flexibility and their 
capacity to adapt to diverse contexts, including 
by engaging communities in these processes. 
Foundational learning gaps can be addressed 
both inside and outside the school, and social 
and community participation is essential not only 
to understand the severity of the problem, but 
also to propose solutions that are sustainable 
over time (Hevia, Vergara-Lope, & 
Velásquez-Durán, 2023).
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incorporate three pedagogical principles: 
learning as a process of construction (a 
constructivist approach), education as a 
socializing practice, and assessment to 
improve educational achievement (formative 
assessment) (Nava, Hevia, Vergara-Lope, & 
Velásquez-Durán, 2023; Velásquez-Durán, 
Vergara-Lope, & Hevia, 2024).

Their distinctive pedagogical feature is 
“grouping children by achievement level and 
orienting activities to the level at which they 
are” (Banerjee et al., 2016, p. 3). This 
approach consists of organizing participants 
by their actual learning level, developing 
collective learning activities designed for each 
level, and frequently assessing their progress 
(Banerjee, 2012). In the Summer Course 
modality, MIA Camps become community, 
educational, and recreational spaces to 
strengthen learning during school holidays, 
operating as an intensive course with playful, 
hands-on, and community-based activities.
 

Implementation process

These camps were implemented through 
collaboration between MIA—contributing its 
academic, pedagogical, research, and 
evidence-based practice development 
experience—and ReSiMar, an organization 
known for its community, educational, and 
environmental regeneration work in the 
Juluchuca watershed, Guerrero. This made it 
possible to connect education with 

environmental care, while also strengthening 
social cohesion by involving families, 
volunteers, and youth from the community 
who served as facilitators after receiving 
training from MIA in the implementation of 
these educational innovations.

Overall, four clearly differentiated processes 
were carried out: (a) diagnosis, a simple 
formative assessment to identify children’s and 
adolescents’ learning levels, conducted using 
valid and reliable literacy and mathematics 
instruments developed by MIA, known as MIA 
Plus (Hevia & Vergara-Lope, 2016); (b) level 
grouping, which made it possible to organize 
six camps in total—three in reading and three 
in mathematics; (c) implementation of the 
level-based educational interventions, serving 
44 children and adolescents (55% girls and 
45% boys) between 5 and 13 years old, 
enrolled from preschool through second 
grade of lower secondary; and (d) final 
measurement, to identify each participant’s 
progress and the overall camp results.
 

Results in improving
foundational learning

In reading, the assessment identified whether 
children and adolescents could read syllables, 
words, sentences, a short story (Story), and 
answer two inferential comprehension 
questions (Comprehension 1 and 2). In 
mathematics, it assessed whether they could 
identify numbers between 10 and 99, perform 
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simple additions (Addition 1), additions with 
regrouping (Addition 2), simple subtractions 
(Subtraction 1), subtractions with regrouping 
(Subtraction 2), divisions, a problem involving 
addition and subtraction (Problem 1), a 
problem involving multiplication and division 
(Problem 2), and fraction addition.
After the intervention, results showed an 
increase in the share reaching the 

Comprehension 2 level (the highest level in the 
MIA Plus instrument), from 32% to 40% (see 
Figure 1). In mathematics, there was also an 
increase at the highest level of the MIA Plus 
instrument—Fractions—from 0% to 8%, while 
Problem 2 increased from 0% to 12%, Problem 1 
from 4% to 12%, Division from 16% to 20%, and 
Subtraction 2 from 16% to 36% (see Figure 2).

Figure 1.
Results of MIA Learning Camps in reading

Figure 2.
Results of MIA Learning Camps in mathematics
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Overall, the results indicate a 15% improvement 
in mathematics (p < 0.01; Student’s t significant 
at 0.01) and a 2% improvement in reading. 
According to the scientific literature, effect 
sizes in causal studies of educational 
interventions such as MIA Learning Camps are 
classified as follows: (a) an effect size smaller 
than 0.05 is considered small; (b) between 
0.05 and less than 0.20 is medium; and (c) 
0.20 or higher is large (Kraft, 2020). Using 
these reference points, reading shows a 
medium effect (Cohen’s d: 0.05), while 
mathematics shows a large effect (Cohen’s d: 
0.62) among participants—meaning their 
foundational learning improved thanks to the 
MIA Learning Camps educational intervention 
(see Figure 3).

Policy implications

As noted, there is a learning crisis clearly 
evidenced by international, regional, and 
national assessments, alongside an increase in 

learning poverty (Boruchowicz, Parker, & 
Robbins, 2022; ECLAC, 2020; Hevia, 
Vergara-Lope, Velásquez-Durán, & Calderón, 
2022; IMCO, 2023; World Bank, 2020; 
2021b). This scenario reveals that current 
education policies face a structural challenge: 
schooling without learning. Although efforts 
have been made to increase enrollment and 
keep students in school, the current education 
system has not been able to guarantee 
effective conditions for students to acquire 
foundational learning such as reading, 
reading comprehension, basic arithmetic 
operations, and problem solving (UNESCO, 
2022; World Bank, UNESCO & UNICEF, 
2021). Moreover, the existence of 
homogeneous curricular policies focused on 
grade level—rather than children’s and 
adolescents’ real learning levels—hinders 
timely, differentiated responses to learning 
gaps. To make matters worse, the lack of 
formative assessment mechanisms greatly 
limits the system’s ability to identify learning 

Figure 3.
Effect size of MIA Learning Camps in standard deviations
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gaps in a timely manner and respond with 
targeted, effective, and sustainable strategies.

The implementation of MIA Camps reported in 
this document shows that, when emphasis is 
placed on formative assessment (using simple, 
valid, reliable instruments that can be applied 
at the community level), it is possible to guide 
strategic pedagogical decisions to reduce 
learning gaps and learning loss (Hevia, 
Vergara-Lope, & Velásquez-Durán, 2023). 
However, agile systems for diagnosis and 
targeted intervention at the local level are not 
always considered in every context.

The results associated with the large effect 
size in the mathematics camps provide 
empirical evidence that targeted, 
short-duration educational innovations based 
on the TaRL principle can generate 
significant improvements (Velásquez-Durán, 
Hevia, & Vergara-Lope, 2021; 2024). This 
calls into question the idea that only 
long-term structural reforms can produce 
relevant change, and it opens an opportunity 
to incorporate accelerated learning recovery 
strategies during academic break periods. 
From a social perspective, improving 
foundational learning through interventions 
like these can help reduce inequality gaps in 
vulnerable contexts and safeguard children’s 
and adolescents’ educational trajectories. In 
addition, community-based models can 
strengthen social cohesion and increase the 
involvement of families and the broader 
education community.

When comparing the results of this specific 
intervention with other MIA experiences, we 
find that, in this case, gains in reading are 
smaller than those generally observed. This 
may be due to transfer issues (unidentified 
limitations in training) and/or insufficient 
contextualization of the selected materials. 
However, in line with evidence-based practice 
principles, these limitations—far from being 
considered a “failure”—allow us to learn from 
the experience and propose adjustments for 
future versions of the camps.

A lesson derived from the above is that MIA 
Learning Camps are promising as an 
evidence-based practice that is sustainable 
and scalable; nevertheless, their adoption 
faces challenges such as budget constraints 
and local follow-up and support processes. 
Likewise, implementing models such as 
grouping by real learning level may generate 
initial resistance in contexts accustomed to 
organizing students by age or grade. Despite 
this, in the current context there is growing 
appreciation for intensive and cost-effective 
programs for learning recovery, provided they 
are accompanied by training strategies, 
contextual adaptation, and a process of 
continuous follow-up and monitoring. This 
underscores the need for education policy to 
place greater weight on local and 
micro-regional innovations that respond not 
only to specific geographic realities—such as 
micro-watersheds—but also to socioeconomic, 
cultural, institutional, pedagogical, and 
demographic realities, among others, that 
shape learning opportunities in each territory.
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A summer course, while a golden opportunity 
to carry out interventions, involves several 
hours per day during school holidays and 
must be presented as a “break” from more 
rigid and structured school periods. This 
means it must be engaging and enjoyable for 
children and adolescents while still fulfilling 

the goal of improving foundational learning. 
This becomes a challenge that is addressed 
through the playful activities included in MIA 
Learning Camps. On this point, various 
testimonies from students and facilitators 
agree that these camps successfully bring 
together learning and fun.

C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D  P O L I CY  R E F L E CT I O N  
R E C O M M E N DAT I O N S

The learning crisis in Mexico is 
expressed in low performance on 
national assessments and in a structural 
phenomenon of gaps and loss in foun-
dational learning that disproportionately 
affects children and adolescents in 
vulnerable environments. The data 
presented in this document—especially 
the effect sizes—provide evidence that it 
is possible to generate significant 
improvements by implementing acceler-
ated, targeted, evidence-based educa-
tional innovations: MIA Learning 
Camps. These camps are pedagogically 
relevant because they are grounded in 
TaRL and CAMaL principles, with clear 
transformative potential in contexts with 
learning gaps. At the same time, their 

implementation underscores the impor-
tance of connecting research, 
academia, civil society, and local 
communities in educational processes, 
showing that community participation 
and place-based work strengthen both 
the effectiveness and the social owner-
ship of educational innovations.

Overall, the findings stand out in three 
ways: (a) formative assessment is a 
fundamental component that makes it 
possible to have an objective diagnosis 
of each child’s and adolescent’s real 
learning levels; (b) learning gaps and 
learning loss require targeted strategies, 
and TaRL and CAMaL represent a viable 
alternative to address them; and (c) 

collaboration among diverse actors with 
the community enables the sustainability 
and scaling of evidence-based practices 
such as MIA Learning Camps.

For these findings to transcend and 
become practical, real improvements, it 
is necessary to engage in dialogue with 
municipal and state authorities around 
three key points: (a) the use of formative 
assessment mechanisms through simple 
instruments that can guide the imple-
mentation of targeted interventions, and 
above all, allow timely identification of 

potential learning gaps; (b) the organic 
incorporation of Teaching at the Right 
Level strategies—that is, flexible inten-
sive recovery schemes during strategic 
periods such as school breaks or at the 
beginning of the school year—support-
ed by follow-up and monitoring of prog-
ress; and (c) the scaling of contextual-
ized educational innovations where 
community participation and territorial 
work strengthen implementation, ensur-
ing sustainability and improved educa-
tional trajectories for children and 
adolescents.
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