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Preface

In the spring of 1781, members of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences met in the 
County Courthouse in Boston to discuss the areas of study that should “principally engage the 
attention of the Academy” in the years ahead.

The Academy had been founded only one year earlier by a group of statesmen and business leaders 
—including John Adams, Samuel Adams, John Hancock, and James Bowdoin—who were, as the 
American Revolution was nearing its conclusion, planning to create a new country. Their goal 
for the Academy was “to cultivate every art and science which may tend to advance the interest, 
honor, dignity, and happiness of a free, independent, and virtuous people.”

In setting an agenda for the Academy, its members were also establishing an intellectual program 
for the new nation. They focused on practical inquiries that would have real consequences for sci-
entific discovery, for the expansion of commerce, and for the encouragement of a productive civic 
life—studies in mathematics and astronomy, vegetation and minerology, medicine and history. 
Among the first ten topics they identified as key to both the Academy’s and the nation’s future 
was the study of language.

The Academy’s founders understood that the study of language in the United States was a com-
plex and varied endeavor. They supported inquiries into “the rationale, genius and idiom of the 
English language,” but they also encouraged examinations of Native American languages and of 
linguistics more generally. They believed that an appreciation for the plurality of languages would 
improve communication domestically and internationally, and help the new nation understand 
its place in a changing world.1

Two hundred and thirty-five years later, in 2014, a bipartisan group of members of Congress 
asked the Academy to take up the question of language again. Responding to a world that seems 
infinitely more complex than at the nation’s founding—driven by a global flow of people, capital, 
technologies, and ideas that has brought the multilingual world closer than ever before—four 
members of the United States Senate and four members of the House of Representatives signed 
two letters requesting that the Academy examine the nation’s current capacity in languages and 
recommend actions “to ensure excellence in all languages as well as international education and 
research.” (See page 39 for the Congressional Letters.)

This report, authored by the Academy’s Commission on Language Learning, is a response to that 
request.
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Executive Summary

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, more than sixty-five million U.S. residents speak a lan-
guage other than English at home—a number that has been growing decade by decade since the 
1970s. Nevertheless, that number represents only 20.7 percent of the total population, and only a 
fraction of this cohort speaks, reads, and comprehends a second language well enough to use it in 
their everyday lives.2 The vast majority of American citizens remain monolingual. 

While English continues to be the lingua franca for world trade and diplomacy, there is an emerg-
ing consensus among leaders in business and politics, teachers, scientists, and community mem-
bers that proficiency in English is not sufficient to meet the nation’s needs in a shrinking world, 
nor the needs of individual citizens who interact with other peoples and cultures more than at 
any other time in human history.

In this report, the Commission on Language Learning recommends a national strategy to 
improve access to as many languages as possible for people of every region, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic background—that is, to value language education as a persistent national need 
similar to education in math or English, and to ensure that a useful level of proficiency is within 
every student’s reach. As children prove especially receptive to language education—they spend 
much of their time in educational settings and can develop language skills gradually throughout 
their lives—the Commission believes that instruction should begin as early in life as possible. 
Its primary goal, therefore, is for every school in the nation to offer meaningful instruction in 
world languages as part of their standard curricula. 

As a corollary, the Commission urges two- and four-year colleges and universities to continue to 
offer beginning and advanced language instruction to all students, and to reverse recent program-
matic cuts wherever possible. It also applauds recent efforts to create new undergraduate language 
requirements on two- and four-year campuses.

KEY FINDINGS OF THIS REPORT

  The ability to understand, speak, read, and 
write in world languages, in addition to 
English, is critical to success in business, 
research, and international relations in the 
twenty-first century.
  The United States needs more people to 
speak languages other than English in order 
to provide social and legal services for a 
changing population.

  The study of a second language has been 
linked to improved learning outcomes in 
other subjects, enhanced cognitive ability, 
and the development of empathy and effec-
tive interpretive skills. The use of a second 
language has been linked to a delay in cer-
tain manifestations of aging.
  The United States lags behind most nations 
of the world, including European nations and 
China, in the percentage of its citizens who 
have some knowledge of a second language.
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  One of the biggest obstacles to improved 
language learning is a national shortage of 
qualified teachers. Forty-four states and 
Washington, D.C., report that they cannot 
find enough qualified teachers to meet cur-
rent needs, but every school district in the 
nation responds to the teacher shortage in its 
own way (by cutting classes, by combining 
classes, by contracting before- or after-school 
enrichment programs, to name a few). We 
need better information about these district- 
level responses to attach a specific number to 
the national teacher shortage, and encourage 
any study that advances our knowledge of its 
size and scope.

   Technological innovations will play an ever 
more significant role in language learning, 
as a motivating factor for a new generation 
of students, as a means for providing educa-
tional opportunities to more students across 
the nation, and as an aid and reference for 
people in their everyday lives. 
  Native American languages are distinct 
in political status and history, and are the 
object of school- and community-based rec- 
lamation and retention efforts aligned with 
the Native American Languages Act of 1990 
(nala).3

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE COMMISSION

The report focuses on five capacity-building goals and includes many more specific recommendations: 

1. Increase the number of language teachers at all levels of education so that every child in 
every state has the opportunity to learn a language in addition to English.

   Encourage the coordination of state cre-
dentialing systems so that qualified teach-
ers can find work in regions where there 
are significant shortages.
  Attract talented and enthusiastic language  
teachers through federal loan forgiveness 
programs.
  Develop and distribute online and digital 
technologies, as well as blended learning 
models, particularly in communities with 
a short supply of language teachers.

   Provide new opportunities for advanced 
study in languages in higher education 
—for future language teachers as well 
as scholars in other fields—through a 
recommitment to language instruction, 
blended learning programs, and the 
development of new regional consortia 
allowing two- and four-year colleges and 
universities to pool learning resources. 
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2. Supplement language instruction across the education system through public-private partner-
ships among schools, government, philanthropies, businesses, and local community members. 

  Draw on local and regional resources by 
working with heritage language commu-
nities and other local experts to create 
in-school and after-school instructional 
programming.

  Maintain support for state humanities 
councils and other organizations that cre-
ate vital language and cultural resources 
for local communities.

3. Support heritage languages already spoken in the United States, and help these languages 
persist from one generation to the next.

   Encourage heritage language speakers to 
pursue further instruction in their heri-
tage languages.
   Provide more language learning oppor-
tunities for heritage speakers in class-
room or school settings.

   Expand efforts to create college and uni-
versity curricula designed specifically for 
heritage speakers and to offer course credit 
for proficiency in a heritage language.

4. Provide targeted support and programming for Native American languages as defined in the 
Native American Languages Act.

   Increase support for Native American 
languages being used as primary lan-
guages of education, and for the devel-
opment of curricula and education 
materials for such programs.

   Provide opportunities for Native Amer-
icans and others to study Native Ameri-
can languages in English-based schools 
with appropriate curricula and materials.

5. Promote opportunities for students to learn languages in other countries by experiencing 
other cultures and immersing themselves in multilingual environments.

   Encourage high schools and universities 
to facilitate learning abroad opportuni-
ties for students.
   Increase the number of international 
internships sponsored by businesses and 
ngos.

   Restructure federal financial aid to help 
low-income undergraduates experience 
study abroad during the summer as well 
as the academic year.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Through much of our recent history, the 
United States has had an inconsistent and par-
adoxical approach to language learning.4 

We are a proudly multicultural, polyglot nation, 
home to more than 350 languages. Yet we con-
tinually ignore opportunities to 
value, nurture, and sustain lan-
guages other than English—
opportunities that would 
greatly enhance our per-
sonal, cultural, profes-
sional, and civic lives, 
as well as the economic 
strength and security 
of our nation. 

The United States has 
both driven and ben-
efited from the spread of 
English globally. It is the most 
commonly taught language in the 
world by a factor of twenty. It is spoken in at 
least 101 countries and is a critical component 
of our commercial and diplomatic leadership.5 

It is an official language of the United Nations, 
the World Trade Organization, the Interna-
tional Criminal Court, nato, and the Euro-
pean Union. In short, the English language is a 
resource to be cherished and should continue 
to be an educational priority. 

However, the dominance of English, to the 
exclusion of other languages, has also had 
adverse and often unforeseen consequences at 
home and abroad—in business and diplomacy, 
in civic life, and in the exchange of ideas. We 
often find ourselves left out of important con-
versations, misinterpreting what we hear, and 
failing to understand all-important nuances, 

precisely because we have undervalued lan-
guages other than English in our schools, our 
communities, and our own homes. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, more 
than sixty-five million U.S. residents speak 

a language other than English at 
home—a number that has 

been growing decade by 
decade since the 1970s. 

Nevertheless, that num-
ber represents only 20.7 
percent of the total 
population, and only a 
fraction of this cohort 

speaks, reads, and com - 
prehends a second lan-

guage well.6 The vast ma-
jority of American citizens 

remain monolingual. 

Increasingly, policy-makers and 
business leaders are seeking to address the real 
costs associated with our nation’s limited capac-
ity in languages. For example:

   For business: Almost 30 percent of the U.S. 
business executives who participated in a 
2014 Coalition for International Education 
commissioned study reported missed oppor-
tunities abroad due to a lack of on-staff lan-
guage skills, and nearly 40 percent reported 
that they had failed to reach their interna-
tional potential due to language barriers.7 
Business leaders are beginning to recognize 
that they are missing opportunities at home 
as well, especially in negotiations to attract 
foreign direct investment in the U.S. work-
force, nearly 70 percent of which was chan-
neled to the manufacturing sector in 2015.8 

Introduction

In this 
report, language 

refers to the forms of 
communication (spoken, 

written, or gestural) that people 
and cultures use to express their 

ideas, discoveries, needs, and 
aspirations—including classical 

and ancient languages as 
well as American Sign 

Language.
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Several U.S. cities associated with the Brook-
ings Institution’s Global Cities Initiative are 
now examining the strategic value of local 
language capacities in attracting such invest-
ment, and researchers are now finding evi-
dence that businesses across the country will 
offer higher salaries to bilingual employees.9 
   For science and technology: Language bar-
riers impede the progress of science just as 
they impede business interactions. In one of 
the more startling recent examples, U.S. and 
other English-speaking scientists were late in 
recognizing the severity of the 2004 avian flu 
epidemic because the initial research on the 
disease was published in Chinese-language 
journals.10 In 2007, when Congress passed 

Trevor Gunn, Ph.D.
Vice President, International Relations, Medtronic, Inc.

Trevor Gunn is vice president of international relations for Medtronic, Inc., the world’s largest medi-
cal technology company. He learned French in school and during trips to visit family in France, and 
Swedish as an exchange student while in high school. Gunn also took several college courses in 
Russian and became proficient as a result of his business interactions. 

Gunn was formerly the long-time director of the Commerce Department’s Business Information 
Service for the Newly Independent States (BISNIS), the clearinghouse for U.S. government informa-
tion for doing business in the former Soviet Union. For twenty-two years, he has been an Adjunct 
Professor at CERES in Georgetown University’s Walsh School of Foreign Service.

In his career, Gunn has worked with the Chamber of Commerce of Southern Sweden, Dover Ele-
vator Corporation (now ThyssenKrupp of Germany), International Executive Service Corps, and on 
the staffs of the former San Francisco mayor and two U.S. senators from California. He received his 
bachelor’s degree from the University of San Francisco and his Ph.D. in international relations from 
the London School of Economics.

“Through the eight languages I tried and the three languages in which I developed proficiency, the 
accumulated knowledge has allowed me to weave in and out of various countries professionally 
and with confidence. Knowing other languages has made me a significantly better negotiator and 
business partner, and contributed immensely to my professional growth and chosen path. Com-
mand of a foreign language puts you in charge of your future.”13

the America competes Act to promote 
innovation in U.S. science and technology, it 
prioritized the need to increase “the oppor-
tunities to study critical foreign languages 
and the context in which the critical foreign 
languages are spoken; and . . . the number of 
American students who achieve the highest 
level of proficiency in critical foreign lan-
guages.”11 This commitment was, in part, a 
recognition that the nation’s competitiveness 
in scientific and technological innovation 
would be improved if researchers were able 
to communicate and translate their findings 
internationally and to account for the work 
of scientists who reported their findings in 
non-English journals.12 

INTRODUCTION
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   For national security and international 
relations: In recent years, Congress and 
the Office of Management and Budget have 
held a series of hearings and issued sev-
eral reports supporting the notion that the 
nation’s language deficit has threatened pri-
orities in national security, diplomacy, and 
economic competitiveness. In 2012, the U.S. 
Department of State increased the number 

of “language-designated positions” by 15 per-
cent to help build and maintain “an effective 
civilian workforce that can fulfill its role in 
strengthening the security and prosperity of 
our Nation.”14 At the same time, the Depart-
ment of Defense requested that the nation’s 
school systems train more language speak-
ers at an earlier age, in part because it has 
now created over thirty thousand positions 

Speaks Language 
Other than English Well,

30,000,000

Speaks Language 
Other than English, 

but Not Well, 
30,000,000

Speaks English Only,
231,000,000

SOURCE: The estimate of the share of the total population that speaks a non-English language at home is based 
on the American Community Survey. See U.S. Census Bureau, “Detailed Languages Spoken at Home and Ability 
to Speak English for the Population 5 Years and Over for United States: 2009–2013,” American Community Survey,  
October 2015, http://www.census.gov/data/tables/2013/demo/2009-2013-lang-tables.html. Estimate of skill levels of 
adults eighteen and older drawn from Tom W. Smith, Peter Marsden, Michael Hout, and Jibum Kim, General Social Sur-
veys, 1972–2014 [machine-readable data file] (Chicago: National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago, 
2016), http://gssdataexplorer.norc.org. 

Estimate of Language Skills of U.S. Population  
Aged Five Years and Older, 2009–2013
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that have a language requirement.15 And the 
Federal Bureau of Investigations, in response 
to the 9/11 attacks, increased the number of 
language experts on staff by 85 percent, a sig-
nificant investment that still may not meet 
its current needs.16 The message in each 
case was clear: effective communication is 
the basis of international cooperation, and 
a strong national defense depends on our 
ability to understand our adversaries as 
well as our friends.17 

An expanded capacity in world languages is 
also a social imperative, and the provision of 

language access in the delivery of social ser-
vices is mandated under Title iv of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 and the Affordable Care 
Act.18 Growing numbers of American citi-
zens speak languages other than English, and 
in some major urban areas, as many as half of 
all residents speak a non-English language at 
home.19 But all too often, their access to vital 
services, including health care, and even their 
ability to exercise simple rights are limited 
not only by their inability to communicate in 
English, but by the inability of service provid-
ers to communicate, or to secure the services 
of those who can communicate, in languages 

Chinese, 0.9%
Hindi, Urdu, etc., 0.7%
Filipino Tagalog, etc., 0.6%
Vietnamese, 0.5%
German, 0.4%
Korean, 0.4%
French, 0.4%
Arabic, 0.3%
Russian, 0.3%
Italian, 0.3%
Portuguese, 0.2%
Haitian Creole, 0.2%
Japanese, 0.2%
All Other Languages, 2.2%

Spanish, 
12.6%

English, 
79.7%

SOURCE: American Community Survey, 2008–2010 merged files, as quoted in Rubén G. Rumbaut and Douglas S. 
Massey, “Immigration and Language Diversity in the United States,” Dædalus 142 (3) (Summer 2013): 146. 

Main Languages Spoken at Home by U.S. Residents  
Aged Five Years and Older, 2008–2010
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other than English.20 For example, recent 
reports suggest that language barriers (includ-
ing the scarcity of interpreters and the absence 
of forms and information in languages other 
than English) are a particular obstacle to due 
process in state and federal courts.21 We have 
an obligation to do better, by educating a pool 
of experts who read, write, and speak a wide 
range of languages, and by deploying them 
where they are needed most.

Although there are many challenges ahead, 
there are reasons to believe that the United 
States can overcome its language deficit. Lin-
guistic diversity is deeply embedded in our 
history. The English we speak is only one of 
many European, Native American, African, 
and Asian languages that have been spoken on 
the North American continent.22 This diversity 
is a cherished part of our nation’s past, a fact of 
our present, and a key to our future: a valuable 

asset in our relations with other nations and 
cultures and a benefit to our children as they 
grow up in an interconnected world. As the 
home of at least 350 languages in addition to 
English, we have a strong linguistic base and 
an unprecedented opportunity to engage other 
nations and cultures in ways that build lasting, 
mutually beneficial connections.23 

Tapping this vast potential would have real 
benefits for our personal lives as well as for 
commerce, security, and diplomacy. Research-
ers are discovering that language learning, 
particularly among young children, improves 
learning outcomes in a variety of other dis-
ciplines over a long period of time.24 New 
empirical evidence suggests that it also encour-
ages the development of empathy and effective 
interpretive skills.25 Bilingualism enhances 
overall cognitive ability among the young and 
old alike, and may even help delay certain 

James Tobyne
Strategic Partnerships & Business Development, Alibaba.com

James Tobyne holds a bachelor’s degree from Marquette University and a master of science in 
foreign service from Georgetown University. He was a Freeman Asia Scholar in Beijing and a U.S. 
Department of State Critical Language Scholar in Suzhou, in addition to completing language and 
cultural studies in Milwaukee and Taipei. Proficient in Mandarin Chinese, Tobyne is dedicated to 
promoting international trade, economic development, and cross-cultural communication. He has 
traveled professionally throughout the United States, Asia, and South America, working for orga-
nizations such as the US-ASEAN Business Council, Al Jazeera English, and Export Now. Before 
joining the e-commerce company Alibaba Group, he served as a Global Project Fellow for the 
D.C.-based Bertelsmann Foundation and an advisor and field researcher in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, 
for the Millennium Challenge Corporation.

“When I was in high school, I thought learning a foreign language was a complete waste of time 
and effort. Today, as an employee of one of the world’s largest Internet companies, my language 
skills—including proficiency in Mandarin Chinese—are an essential component of my job.”26
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manifestations of aging.27 And anyone who has 
traveled abroad, conversed with a citizen from 
a different country, or communicated with a 
speaker of a different language in this country 
can attest to the ways in which language com-
petency enriches life experiences and provides 
new opportunities for personal growth.

For all of these reasons, there is an emerging 
consensus among leaders in education and sci-
ence, business and government, international 
relations and the military, and community 
organizations and nonprofits that English is 
critical but not sufficient to meet the nation’s 
future needs, and that a greater public empha-
sis on language education would yield results 
far greater than any initial financial invest-
ments.28 In the pages that follow—the product 
of discussion and deliberation over eighteen 
months—the American Academy’s Commis-
sion on Language Learning offers its findings 
and recommendations to improve the nation’s 
language capacity. This report focuses on five 
basic goals:

   Increase the number of language teachers 
at all levels of education so that every child 
in every state has the opportunity to learn a 
language other than English.
   Supplement language instruction across the 
education system through public-private 
partnerships among schools, government, 
philanthropies, businesses, and local com-
munity members. 

   Support heritage languages already spoken 
in the United States, and help these languages 
persist from one generation to the next.
   Provide targeted programming and addi-
tional support for Native American lan-
guages being used as primary languages of 
education.
   Promote opportunities for students of all 
ages to learn languages by experiencing 
other cultures and immersing themselves in 
languages as they are used in everyday inter-
actions and across all segments of society.

In combination, these goals outline a strategy 
to improve language education so that every 
individual, as well as the nation as a whole, can 
share in the rewards and benefits of learning 
a language other than English. Schools, two- 
and four-year colleges, universities, commu-
nity organizations, businesses, government 
agencies, philanthropists, students, and par-
ents all have a role to play in advancing these 
goals. It is critical that we work together at this 
moment in history, when there is so much to 
gain by participating in a multilingual world, 
and so much to lose if we remain stubbornly 
monolingual.

INTRODUCTION
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One Vision for the Future
The 2013 Languages for All initiative, organized by the University of Maryland Center for Advanced 
Study of Language in collaboration with several national and international language associations, 
has outlined reasonable attainment goals for the nation’s future language learners.

This vision of the future of language includes:

 100 percent of learners in the U.S. education system exposed to international perspectives, 
cultures, and/or languages in order to inform life-long decisions about work and learning, 
and to support language and international e�orts broadly in society. Of that group:
 30 percent of learners will acquire basic language skills in order to work, for example, in 

the service industry and to travel freely;
 15 percent of learners will acquire the global professional skills needed to practice at a 

high level internationally; and
 5 percent will acquire expert skills in order to perform necessary research and to 

engage in international diplomacy.

Intended Percent of U.S. Students

100%
Second Language Exposure

and Global Awareness

30%
Practical Occupational

and Personal
Language Skills

15%
Global Professional

Practice

5%
Expertise

SOURCE: Languages for All? (College Park: University of Maryland Center for Advanced Study of Language, 2013), 
accessible at http://www.americancouncils.org/sites/default/files/LFA2013_FinalReport.pdf. 
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Section 1: Building Educational Capacity

tening comprehension, speaking, reading com-
prehension, and writing—up to and including 
the ability to live and work abroad. Each skill 
set and level of ability is valuable, useful, and 
deserving of encouragement. The ultimate goal 
of any coordinated effort to improve language 
learning—for students, parents, school districts, 
states, and the nation as a whole—should not 
be a standardized pursuit of a particular level 
of competency, but rather improved access to 
language education for all U.S. citizens, irrespec-
tive of geography, ethnicity, or socioeconomic 

background. As children prove espe-
cially receptive to language edu-

cation—they spend much of 
their time in educational 

settings and can develop 
language skills gradu-

ally throughout their 
lives—it is critical that 
language education 
begin at the earliest 
possible moment in 

the educational con-
tinuum. Therefore, this 

overarching goal can be 
expressed more specifically as 

a desire to see every school in the 
nation offer meaningful instruction 

in world and/or Native American languages 
as part of their standard curricula. Across the 
nation, there has been a significant decline in the 
number of middle schools offering world lan-
guages: from 75 percent in 1997 to 58 percent in 
2008.32 Over the same period, there was a 6 per-
cent decline in the number of elementary schools 
that taught languages other than English, from 31 
percent to 25 percent; the outlook is particularly 
bleak in the nation’s public elementary schools, 
only 15 percent of which offered a program for 

According to the most recent data on language 
learning in the European Union, 66 percent of 
all European adults report having some knowl-
edge of more than one language.29 The share 
of U.S. adults who report similar knowledge is 
closer to 20 percent, and very few speak, read, 
or write proficiently in a second language.30 An 
estimated 300–400 million Chinese students 
are now learning English, compared with about 
200,000 U.S. students currently studying Chi-
nese.31 The geographical and historical circum-
stances in the United States are, of course, very 
different (as is the relative ease of mastering the 
twenty-six-character English alpha-
bet), and the pressure to learn 
a second language is cer-
tainly less persistent in 
an English-speaking 
nation. China’s com-
mitment to English 
suggests that it has 
and will continue to 
have a special status 
among world lan-
guages, a status that 
gives the United States 
a competitive advantage 
in certain aspects of global 
trade and international exchange. 
But the wide disparity between the European 
or Chinese approach to languages and the U.S. 
approach suggests that we, as a nation, are lag-
ging in the development of a critical twenty- 
first-century skill—and that we risk being left 
out of any conversation that does not take place 
in English. We can and should teach more lan-
guages to more people. 

Functional ability in a second language comes in 
many forms and a range of skills, including lis-

The ultimate goal 
of any coordinated 

effort to improve language 
learning—for students, parents, 
school districts, states, and the 

nation as a whole—should not be a 
standardized pursuit of a particular 
level of competency, but improved 
access to language education for 

all U.S. citizens, irrespective 
of geography, ethnicity, 

or socioeconomic 
background. 
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languages other than English, compared with 
more than 50 percent of private elementary 
schools.33 This disparity of access and opportu-
nity, mirroring other forms of systemic inequal-
ity, must be addressed immediately, beginning 
with a recommitment by school administrators 
at public institutions in particular. Before- and 
after-school enrichment programs can be a use-
ful supplement to classroom learning, and this 
Commission encourages the development of 
more programs through public-private part-
nerships and enhanced collaboration between 

schools and local communities. But the only way 
to ensure that every child has access is for every 
public school to offer language education as part 
of its standard course of instruction.

This is a tall order. School curricula are already 
overloaded and, over the past decade, stem 
(science, technology, engineering, and math) 
education has been a national priority; but 
language must be seen as complementary to, 
rather than as competing with, stem. But 
even if language learning becomes a national 
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priority parallel to the emphasis on stem 
education, we do not have enough certified 
language teachers at any level to meet the 
demand. According to the U.S. Department of 
Education, forty-four states and the District of 
Columbia currently report a shortage of qual-
ified k–12 language and/or bilingual teachers 
for the 2016–2017 school year.34 Indeed, more 
states report a teacher shortage in languages 
than in any other subject. And since this count 
depends entirely on the states’ self-reporting, 
the shortage may be even more significant 
than it appears. 

This workforce issue is further complicated 
by a misalignment between the current infra-
structure for language education and the 
emerging science of language acquisition. 
Language instruction in the United States 
typically begins in middle school or high 
school—a practice that ignores young learn-
ers when they are most receptive—when they 
have time to devote to their studies, when 
they are already in school and engaged in 
learning activities, and when they have a 
much longer timeline for developing their 
skills before they reach adulthood. Language 
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instruction should therefore begin much 
sooner in U.S. schools, even as early as pre-
school. The structural challenges to such 
an adjustment are significant, including the 
need for system-wide staffing and curricular 
changes, but the benefits would be immediate 
and far-reaching. 

Digital technologies can help address at least 
some of these challenges. Blended learn-
ing models, through which students receive 
some part of their curriculum digitally—often 
through practice exercises, video, or interactive 
games—are particularly beneficial in commu-
nities with a short supply of language teachers.  

Percent Enrolled
30 to 51.2 (9 states)
21 to 29.9 (7)
17 to 20.9 (15)
13 to 16.9 (12)
Less than 13 (8)

SOURCE: American Councils for International Education, American Council on the Teaching for Foreign Languages, 
Center for Applied Linguistics, and Modern Language Association, The National K–16 Foreign Language Enrollment 
Report 2014–15 (Washington, D.C.: American Councils for International Education, 2016), http://www.americancouncils 
.org/national-k-16-foreign-language-enrollment-report. Statistics on European students from Eurostats, “Foreign Lan-
guage Learning Statistics,” September 2016, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7662394/3-23092016 
-AP-EN.pdf/57d3442c-7250-4aae-8844-c2130eba8e0e. 

Share of All K–12 Students Enrolled in Language Courses  
Other than English, by State, 2014–2015
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Young children have proven especially respon-
sive to programs that alternate between per-
sonal instruction and online enrichment.35 By 
creating international exchanges over Face-
book and Instagram, and even direct commu-
nication with students in other countries over 
Skype, many k–12 teachers have incorporated 
social media into their lesson plans as a way 
to explore other countries without having to 
travel. In addition, an emerging category of lan-

guage apps for computers and smartphones—
Lingua.ly, Quizlet, Memrise, Duolingo, and 
GraphoGame, for example—are introducing 
world languages to students on their own 
time. These apps are a promising gateway for 
learners of all ages and an exciting new subject 
for research about the efficacy of technological 
innovation in language instruction.

Over the coming decades, progress in lan-
guage education will continue to be influ-
enced by advances in technology and research 
including: 

  Artificial intelligence and deep learning, 
through which computers process multiple 
layers of data;
   “Big data” solutions to learning and 
instruction;
   Translation assistance;
   Cognitive technologies that mirror human 
processes, like speech recognition and nat-
ural language processing;
  Human-systems interface design, which gov-
ern the ways humans and machines interact;
   Systems for gestural, eye movement, and 
audio-visual (including facial) recognition;
   Low-cost microphone arrays and noise 
reduction circuitry for improved voice rec-
ognition; and
  The localization of speech in noisy, real-
world environments. 

Apple’s Siri, Amazon Echo, Google Home, and 
ibm’s Watson already combine many of these 
technologies, and we can expect more advance-
ments and improvements in the near future. 
Critical to all of these developments will be 
our continued support for research—already 
underway on university campuses and in labo-

A Note about Data
Many states already collect data about math 
and science enrollments for K–12 education 
in order to better understand and manage 
which students have access to subject matter 
within public academic settings. In response 
to national surveys and direct requests, 
some states can provide data about lan-
guage learning, but there is no mandate for 
the consistent collection and maintenance 
of such data, as there often is in other disci-
plines. State and federal policy-makers could 
develop more informed educational and cur-
ricular goals for language learning if:

   Data were collected at scheduled inter-
vals, allowing for closer monitoring of total 
enrollment and the distribution of enroll-
ment among languages and grade levels; 
and/or

   Collection were standardized across 
states to provide a greater understanding 
of the state of language learning across 
the nation. 

Such data collection efforts could yield 
important information about student demo-
graphics, teacher qualifications and expertise, 
and the types of instruction available around 
the nation. It might also help inform the devel-
opment of student performance metrics.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY
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ratories across the nation—in a variety of areas, 
including linguistics, education, second lan-
guage acquisition, computer science and artifi-
cial intelligence, cognitive science, and electrical 
engineering. 

Such technology should play a supportive role 
and can even be a motivating factor in encour-
aging more people to learn more languages. 
In many ways, there have never been more 
available options for pursuing a second lan-
guage. But technology should not be seen as a 
replacement for the sound principles of second 
language acquisition. Any successful program 
in language education requires at least some 
direct communication with a qualified instruc-
tor who can teach complicated concepts like 
context, speaker intent, and shades of mean-
ing. Each state should therefore commit to 
increase the number of language teachers in 
p–12 education so that every child in every 
state has the opportunity to learn a language 
other than English in an academic setting, 
whether the child is experiencing a second lan-
guage for the first time, mastering a language 
he or she already speaks at home, or attending 
a school taught in a Native American language. 

Given the dearth of available data about lan-
guage instruction at the state level, it is difficult to 
assess the exact size of the national teacher short-
age. Forty-four states report that they cannot 
find enough qualified teachers to meet current 
needs, but record-keeping has been regret-
tably imprecise, in part because every school 
district in the nation responds to the teacher 
shortage in its own way (by cutting classes, by 
combining classes, by contracting before- or 
after-school enrichment programs, to name 
a few). We do not have sufficient information  

The Cognitive Benefits 
of Language Learning
Recent studies have suggested that lan-
guage learners derive myriad secondary 
benefits from language instruction. 

   The September 2013 issue of the Journal 
of Experimental Child Psychology ana-
lyzed two studies that found that bilingual 
children have stronger working memory—
the ability to retain and manipulate distinct 
pieces of information over short periods 
of time—than do monolingual children.36

   A 2013 assessment of the Utah Dual Lan-
guage Immersion program showed that 
children in the program gained improved 
memory and attention, problem-solving 
capabilities, primary-language compre-
hension, and ability to empathize with 
other cultures and people.37

   A study in the September 2009 issue of 
Cognition showed that bilingual children 
have greater executive functioning—
focus, planning, prioritization, multitasking 
—than monolingual children.38 

   A 2015 study published by researchers 
from the University of Chicago in Psy-
chological Science showed that “multi-
lingual exposure may promote effective 
communication by enhancing perspec-
tive taking,” a fundamental component of 
empathy.39

   A 2007 study published in Neuropsycho-
logia suggests that bilingual patients at a 
memory clinic presented dementia symp-
toms four years later, on average, than 
their monolingual counterparts. A similar 
study in Neurology found that bilingual-
ism delayed the onset of Alzheimer’s 
disease.40

Scientists are just beginning to study the 
cognitive benefits of language learning. 
Continued support for research will help to 
verify these benefits and identify the most 
promising directions to pursue.41
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about these district-level responses to attach a 
specific number to the national teacher short-
age, and encourage any study that advances our 
knowledge of its size and scope. Nevertheless, 
we can infer from current hiring initiatives that 
the need is great and can only be met through 
a series of efforts involving federal, state, and 
local cooperation as well as international part-
ners and new incentives. The Dallas Indepen-
dent School District adds a $3,000 annual 
stipend to a typical teacher salary to attract new 
multilingual teachers, and hires as many as five 
hundred bilingual teachers each year.42 Presi-

dent Barack Obama’s 1 Million Strong initiative, 
a partnership with Chinese president Xi Jinping 
to expand the number of U.S. k–12 students 
learning Mandarin Chinese to one million, 
includes a goal of recruiting and certifying five 
thousand new teachers by 2020.43 U.S. main-
land schools recruited almost sixteen thousand 
teachers from Puerto Rico between 2008 and 
2013.44 And these numbers only begin to out-
line the scope of the national need.

Nevertheless, several efforts that are already 
underway, including state-level language ini-
tiatives in Utah and Delaware, have proven 
that it is possible to focus on language learning 
as an educational priority. More states should 
follow their lead.

Drawing on decades of innovation in world 
language education in Europe, Asia, and the 
United States, as well as the long history of fed-
erally mandated language education efforts for 
children who do not speak English, the Utah 
state senate passed the International Educa-
tion Initiative in 2008.45 The Initiative made 
funding available for dual language immer-
sion in Chinese, French, Spanish, and, a few 
years later, Russian and Portuguese. At the 
same time, Governor Jon Huntsman, Jr., led 
the creation of a k–12 language roadmap for 
Utah to address the needs for language skills in 
business, government, and education. Six years 
later, at least thirty thousand students were 
enrolled in immersion programs (in which 
half the day’s teaching takes place in a language 
other than English), most beginning in the first 
grade.46 The results have been startling: over 80 
percent of students participating in dual lan-
guage immersion programs are functioning in 
their second language by the third grade, and 

The Seal of Biliteracy
The Seal of Biliteracy is an award presented 
by a state department of education or local 
district to recognize a student who has 
attained a state-determined proficiency in 
English and one or more other world lan-
guages by high school graduation. The 
second language can be a native language, 
heritage language, or a language learned in 
school or another setting. The Seal becomes 
part of the student’s high school transcript 
and diploma, a statement of accomplishment 
that helps to signal a student’s readiness for 
career and college, and for engagement as 
a global citizen.

The Seal of Biliteracy program began in 
California, as a collaboration between Cali-
fornians Together and the California Associ-
ation of Bilingual Educators, and guidelines 
for the Seal have been developed jointly by 
the American Council on the Teaching of 
Foreign Languages (ACTFL), the National 
Council of State Supervisors for Languages 
(NCSSFL), the National Association of Bilin-
gual Education (NABE), and the TESOL Inter-
national Association. Twenty-three states 
and the District of Columbia now offer a 
state Seal of Biliteracy. We urge more states 
to adopt the Seal.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY

14 Commission on Language Learning



the Utah state legislature reports that such stu-
dents appear to score higher on standardized 
tests in English language arts as well as math, 
when compared with students not enrolled in 
dual language immersion programs.47

Following Utah’s success, Delaware became 
the second state to implement dual language 
immersion programs when, in 2011, Governor 
Jack Markell set aside $1.9 million in the state’s 
annual budget for programs in Spanish and 
Mandarin Chinese and set the goal of enrolling 
ten thousand primary and secondary school 
students in these programs by 2022. Indiana, 
Rhode Island, and Virginia have established pilot 
programs.48 California residents have recently 
voted to approve Proposition 58, empowering 
public schools to create bilingual and multilin-
gual programs for the first time since 1998.49 
And the New York City Department of Educa-

tion has committed $980,000 in federal funding 
to thirty-eight new k–12 bilingual programs for 
the 2016–2017 school year, including twenty- 
nine dual language and nine transitional bilin-
gual educational programs, serving more than 
1,200 students.50 Given all of the financial and 
social pressures on such a large, urban school 
district, New York’s commitment is particularly 
noteworthy as affirmation of the need for more 
language education in the twenty-first century, 
and as proof that more is possible even under 
the most challenging circumstances.

These initiatives are models for the rest of the 
nation. But they are not scalable unless schools 
in other parts of the country can find and hire 
enough qualified teachers to teach more students. 

One way to address teacher shortages directly 
is to distribute available talent more effectively. 

The Benefits of Dual Language Immersion
A recent study of students in dual language immersion programs, which controlled for factors such 
as socioeconomic disparity, found that in a randomized selection of students, those who partici-
pated in dual language immersion programs achieved higher English language arts performance 
in dual immersion classes than those who did not. By the time dual language immersion students 
reached the fifth grade, they were an average of seven months ahead in English reading skills 
compared with their peers in nonimmersion classrooms. By the eighth grade, students were a full 
academic year ahead, whether their first language was English or another world language. These 
findings suggest that learning a second language helps students tackle the nuances and complex-
ities of their first language as well.

In many cases, dual language immersion programs are also more cost-effective than other kinds 
of language courses. Rather than adding additional units to an already crowded curriculum, or 
requiring new teachers dedicated only to language instruction, immersion courses incorporate 
language instruction into preexisting coursework (in math, science, reading) and rely on the same 
teachers who teach other subjects.51 However, they also require teachers who can teach a broad 
curriculum in two languages, a challenge, at least in the short-term, for many school districts around 
the country.
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Teachers of languages other than English can be 
found in every corner of the nation, but some 
regions feature more linguistic diversity than 
others, and some may even have a surplus in a 
particular language. In such cases, the incom-
patibility of state certification requirements 
may be preventing the flow of otherwise qual-
ified teachers to regions where they are most 
needed. States should coordinate their creden-
tialing systems so that qualified teachers can 
move to and find work in regions where there 
are significant shortages, without unnecessary 
obstacles. Most states already accept out-of-
state certification and give credit for experi-
ence for language teachers, but not all, and the 
requirements vary greatly among states.52 A 
more streamlined system could greatly enhance 
the national teaching workforce.

But, in the end, the real test of any new effort to 
increase the nation’s capacity in languages will 
depend on our ability to attract more people to 
the teaching profession. Like science, math, and 
English, languages should be considered part 

of a “core curriculum,” and language teachers 
should be valued for their expertise and honored 
for preparing students for life in the twenty- 
first century. They should be considered inte-
gral members of the education system and 
given the same opportunities for professional 
training and advancement as teachers in other 
“core” subject areas. While the nation is build-
ing its language workforce, prospective teachers 
should be offered incentives to choose lan-
guages, including Native American languages, 
as their field of expertise. Currently, in recogni-
tion of the teacher shortage, the Federal Perkins 
Loan program will forgive up to 100 percent 
of a need-based loan for students training to 
become language teachers. But the Depart-
ment of Education offers no such forgiveness 
for Direct Loans, which support undergraduate 
and graduate students irrespective of need.53 
Given the importance of the task before us, 
and the need to attract as many talented and 
enthusiastic language teachers as possible, the 
federal government should consider a more 
ambitious debt forgiveness program.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY

Dana Banks
Deputy Chief of Mission, U.S. Embassy Lomé, Togo

Dana Banks earned her bachelor’s degree in political science from Spelman College and her mas-
ter’s degree in international affairs from the Maxwell School at Syracuse University. A Department 
of State Pickering Fellow and a College Fund Institute for International Public Policy Fellow, she 
studied and interned abroad before joining the Foreign Service in 1999. In addition to her current 
position in Togo, Banks has lived overseas in Tanzania, Haiti, and Thailand while serving various 
roles for the U.S. State Department. She speaks French, Haitian Creole, and Thai.

“My education has greatly aided me in understanding other cultures. . . . I think it’s important for 
Americans to have the knowledge and foreign language skills of other cultures, because the world 
is indeed interconnected through the Internet, through advances in travel and communication—the 
world is moving at a fast pace.”54
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Language Consortia in Higher Education
Given the number and diversity of world languages—as well as variations in student interest, the 
availability of faculty, and research capabilities—two- and four-year colleges and universities face a 
significant challenge as they try to provide education in as many languages as possible. A growing 
number are now sharing faculty and resources to make more languages accessible to students:

The Big Ten Academic Alliance, a consortium of 
fourteen universities, uses its distance-learning 
CourseShare program to offer online classes 
in nearly sixty-five less commonly taught lan-
guages, including Uzbek and Dutch, to students 
at all of its member universities.56

The Five College Center for the Study of World 
Languages offers academic year courses in 
less-commonly studied languages for students 
at Amherst, Hampshire, Mount Holyoke, and 
Smith Colleges, and the University of Massa-
chusetts Amherst. Course sessions meet on all 
five campuses and are part of a student’s regu-
lar course load.57 

The Association of Independent Colleges and 
Universities of Rhode Island Language Con-
sortium Program allows students currently 
enrolled in an undergraduate degree program 
at one of Rhode Island’s private institutions of 
higher education to enroll in language courses 
at any of the participating consortium schools in 
those courses that are not offered at their home 
institution.58

The UNC–NC State Language Exchange 
affords students the opportunity to enroll in 
courses (and attend through video conferenc-
ing) at campuses other than their home campus. 

Currently five language-specific exchanges 
exist: Greek-Latin, German, Russian, Portu-
guese, and Spanish. A sixth exchange called 
World Languages has been created to manage 
introductory courses in less commonly taught 
languages.59

The Shared Course Initiative is a collaborative 
arrangement among Columbia, Cornell, and 
Yale to offer via videoconferencing coursework 
in several languages that are not otherwise 
taught on a particular campus. The courses are 
taught “live” by an instructor at one institution; 
students attend a regular class in a designated 
classroom outfitted with videoconferencing 
technology.60

The National Coalition of Native American Lan-
guage Schools and Programs brings together 
programs, public and private schools, tribal 
colleges, and other institutions of higher edu-
cation that teach coursework through Native 
American languages at all levels, with extensive 
connections to other tribal-college and tertiary 
programs supporting education through Native 
American languages. The Coalition supports 
teaching in fifteen states and offers assistance 
to groups seeking to start programs in these 
and other states and American territories.61

In addition, teacher education programs need 
to focus on recruiting more students into this 
specialty. And two- and four-year colleges and 
universities must ensure that future teachers 
—indeed any student who requires or wishes 
to pursue intermediate or advanced proficiency 

in a language—can find the courses they need. 
Language programs were particularly vulnera-
ble during the Great Recession: many adminis-
trators, faced with difficult budgetary decisions, 
sacrificed language courses and requirements 
in order to preserve other disciplines.55 These 
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cuts did not always serve the best interests of 
students, who can reap professional rewards 
for achieving even moderate proficiency in 
a second language.62 Nor do they serve the 
interests of a nation that requires an ever-
larger cadre of bilingual citizens to maintain its 
place in the international community. Rather 
than eliminate programs or requirements, 
two- and four-year colleges and universities 
should find new ways to provide opportuni-
ties for advanced study in languages, through 
a recommitment to language instruction on 
campus, blended learning programs, and the 
development of new regional consortia that 
allow colleges and universities to pool lan-
guage resources.63 Blended learning programs 
and consortia will be particularly important as 

we increase the number of learning opportu-
nities in less commonly taught languages like 
Arabic, Persian, and Korean. Only by main-
taining such offerings in higher education can 
we ensure that we will have the teachers and 
linguistic and cultural experts we need for life 
and work in the twenty-first century.

Some colleges and universities, including Bryn 
Mawr, Princeton, and Yale, have instituted 
mandatory language study for undergrad-
uates. They recognize Advanced Placement 
coursework as a qualification for higher-level 
language courses, rather than an exemption 
from language requirements. Not every college 
or university has the resources to institute such 
a policy immediately, but it is a laudable goal 
and worthy of serious consideration.

In addition, there are particular challenges in 
developing teachers of Native American lan-
guages. Until passage of the nala in 1990, 
there was no official federal policy in support of 
Native American languages, and Native Amer-
ican languages were largely excluded from the 
nation’s classrooms.  As a result, the majority 
of Native American languages are spoken pri-
marily by tribal elders.  Few materials exist to 
teach Native American languages at any level, 
including at the tertiary education level. More 
college programs are needed to develop high 
proficiency in Native American languages 
along with Native American language teacher 
training programs. These might be developed 
through cooperative work among those rel-
atively few universities and colleges, includ-
ing tribal colleges and universities, that teach 
Native American languages.
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Educating Students  
in Native American 
Languages
CASE STUDY: HAWAII
In 1986, there were fewer than fifty children 
under age eighteen proficient in Hawaiian, 
and Native Hawaiian educational achieve-
ment had plummeted. Beginning in 1987, the 
state public schools incorporated children 
and methodologies from private, nonprofit 
schools called Pūnana Leo (language nests) 
in which classes are taught in Hawaiian. State 
data for 2013–2015 indicate that students from 
these schools are now graduating from high 
school on time at a rate of 3 percent above 
the state average and 8 percent above the 
Native Hawaiian average, and the classes of 
2014 and 2015 attended college directly out 
of high school at a rate 15 percent above the 
Native Hawaiian average.64
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Federal Funding for Language Learning 
At least twenty federal departments and agen-
cies support research and development in 
language and communication technologies, 
including the Departments of State, Defense, 
Agriculture, and Health and Human Services, as 
well as the National Endowment for the Human-
ities and the National Science Foundation. The 
federal government also provides direct sup-
port for language education through the follow-
ing acts of Congress, administered through the 
Department of Education: 

EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA), was signed into law 
in 2015. The rewrite consolidated the most sub-
stantial K–12 foreign language programming at 
the Department of Education (the Foreign Lan-
guage Assistance Program) into a state block 
grant called the Student Support and Academic 
Enrichment (SSAE) grants program. SSAE grants 
fund well-rounded education, efforts to improve 
school conditions and health, and strategies 
to promote the use of technology in schools. 
This program provides school districts with the 
option to fund language programming, but it 
remains unclear whether the appropriations 
committees will direct funding toward the initia-
tive during FY 2017 or whether school districts  
will choose to direct this funding toward lan-
guages or a myriad of other uses. But the Act 
does present other funding opportunities:

   It is possible that school districts could 
use federal funding from Titles I and II for 
language education in support of “well-
rounded” programming. 

   Title III funding could be used to support 
language programs that also serve English 
Learners. 

   A new, competitive Native American and 
Alaska Native Language Immersion Program is 
authorized at $1.1 million under Title VI of ESSA. 

HIGHER EDUCATION ACT
The Higher Education Act (HEA) was most 
recently reauthorized in 2008. Higher educa-
tion funding for foreign languages falls under 
Title VI of the HEA and includes international 
education programs and foreign language 
studies, both domestically and internationally. 
Administered by the Department of Educa-
tion’s Office of Postsecondary Education, these 
domestic programs are intended to strengthen 
language capability, and grants are awarded 
competitively to help fund centers, programs, 
and fellowships. Funding for domestic programs 
was reduced from $66.6 million to $63.1 million 
in FY 2013. However, funding has remained flat 
at $65.1 million from FY 2014 to FY 2016.

The Department also administers the Fulbright- 
Hays programs. These international programs 
are permanently authorized under the Mutual 
Educational and Cultural Exchange Act of 1961, 
and are designed to provide participants with 
first-hand overseas experience, increase the 
interaction between Americans and citizens 
from other countries, and strengthen language 
skills.65

In both the Title VI and Fulbright-Hayes pro-
grams, priority is given to students studying 
less-commonly taught languages.

The program funding was reduced in FY 
2013 from $7.5 million to $7.1 million, but has 
remained constant since then. As of this writing, 
the funding levels for both domestic and inter-
national programs for FY 2017 have not been 
announced.

A twenty-first-century education strategy that 
promotes broad access, values international 
competencies, and nurtures deep expertise 
in world languages and cultures will require 
increases in these funding streams.66
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Section 2: Involving Local Communities,  
Businesses, and Philanthropies

populations as well as support from local and 
international businesses and the Qatar Foun-
dation International to supplement classroom 
learning.67 In New York City, the French Her-
itage Language Program of the face Founda-
tion, in partnership with the French Embassy 
and the International Network for Public 

Schools, provides free French classes 
and cultural activities to students 

from ten city high schools, 
including immigrant students 

from French-speaking West 
Africa and Haiti.68 Typi-
cally, such programs—like 
the more formal heritage 
schools that have developed 

over the last few decades—
rely on parental contribu-

tions as well as private support, 
in which schools, philanthropists, 

and businesses pool resources to address 
the needs of specific locations. Supplementing 
state-wide curricula, these programs can be 
responsive to local populations and creative in 
ways that state-driven programs cannot. 

State humanities councils have also been suc-
cessful in organizing educational activities, 
publishing books in languages other than 
English, and generating public excitement 
about cultural and linguistic diversity. There 
are fifty-five councils in the United States 
and its territories, each funded in part by the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, to 
promote humanities education and program-
ming. Most sponsor programs that focus on 
local languages and many place a particular 
emphasis on the education of young children. 
Examples of such programs include: 

While state and federal initiatives often offer 
the most efficient and scalable solutions to the 
challenge of improved language education, 
some useful and effective alternatives may not 
require the full authority and infrastructure 
of government programs. Language teacher 
associations play a central role in fostering 
communication across the teaching 
profession, supporting research, 
distributing teaching materials, 
and providing opportunities 
for professional development. 
A variety of international 
organizations also support 
the study and teaching of 
world languages, including 
Alliance Français, Goethe 
House, Hanban, International 
Korean Educators Network, Japan 
Foundation, Qatar Foundation, and 
Russkiy Mir Language Center, among 
others. But very often, schools need look no 
further than their local communities for new 
teaching and learning opportunities. Urban 
schools in particular are surrounded by valu-
able, untapped resources to enhance language 
and cultural education for all students: ethnic, 
immigrant, and Native American communities 
that conduct everyday business in languages 
other than English. Districts should experi-
ment and search for ways to bring these lan-
guage communities into the education system. 

A number of innovative public-private part-
nerships have already been established in 
communities around the nation. For example, 
the Chicago Public Schools system supports a 
flourishing Arabic language program, guided 
by the Center for Arabic Language and Cul-
ture, that draws on the local Arab-speaking 

Districts should 
experiment and 

search for ways to 
bring local non-English 
language communities 

into the education 
system. 
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  The Prime Time Family Reading Time, 
sponsored by Humanities Nebraska, 
through which underserved children and 
their families—including Spanish-speak-
ing and Native American families—meet 
in public libraries, elementary schools, and 
other community venues to read and dis-
cuss award-winning children’s books.69 
  Alaskanativelanguages.org, an online re-
source created by the Alaska Humanities 
Forum, includes sections on the history 
of Alaska’s native languages, instructional 
videos, and recordings of phrases in twelve 
different languages.70 
  The New Hampshire Humanities Council 
has partnered with a local Bhutanese com-
munity to publish a Bhutanese folk tale, 
The Story of a Pumpkin, with text in both 
English and Nepali.71

Such programs help establish and enrich local 
identities. They recognize and honor differ-
ence. And they identify and develop the lin-

guistic and cultural resources that help to 
educate entire communities—resources that 
are, in many cases, hiding in plain sight. 

Municipalities across the nation are begin-
ning to recognize the value of such programs 
as sources of economic strength as well as the 
basis of a vibrant culture. For example, as part 
of a new campaign to attract international trade 
and investment, the city of Atlanta is now strat-
egizing the development of a “next-generation 
workforce,” focusing on technical and computer 
skills as well as “cultural and language immer-
sion programs for students to prepare them for 
entering the workforce of tomorrow.”72 Accord-
ing to these plans, tomorrow’s workforce needs 
to be conversant with other cultures, and the 
city’s future prosperity will be tied to its res-
idents’ ability to communicate in languages 
other than English. School curricula will have 
to pay more attention to language and cultural 
studies to prepare such a workforce, but the state 
councils and a new generation of public-private 
partnerships can provide invaluable support.

Eric Sargent
Area Manager, BMW of North America, LLC

Eric Sargent earned dual undergraduate and graduate degrees in German and mechanical engineer-
ing through the University of Rhode Island’s International Engineering Program (IEP), and completed an 
overseas traineeship that led to three years of employment with German automotive supplier ZF Frie-
drichshafen, before securing his current role at BMW. Prior to his IEP experience, he did not anticipate 
the importance of language study to his career and was not overly excited by the language courses 
available to him. Today, Sargent liaises between BMW’s American and German offices, speaking in 
German with leading engineers about both technical and cultural matters daily. He credits his language 
skills and early experiences abroad for much of his success and considers himself a “global engineer.” 

Eric told the IEP that his job “could not be done by someone without fluency in the two languages 
and an understanding of the differences between the way Germans and Americans behave and 
function in their daily lives.”73
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Section 3: Developing Heritage Languages  
and Revitalizing Native American Languages

study in Southern California found that lan-
guage proficiency falls quickly in each gener-
ation after the first to enter the country. More 
than 45 percent of the immigrants in the study 
who arrived as children under the age of thirteen 
were able to speak and understand a non-En-

glish language well (though they are 
not necessarily literate in these lan-

guages). By the third generation, 
fewer than one in ten were able 

to communicate well in their 
heritage languages.75

By developing strategic 
frameworks for Native 
American and heri-

tage language learners 
and systematic, on-going  

instruction in heritage lan-
guages, schools can play an 

important role in reversing this trend. 
They should provide more language oppor-
tunities for Native American language learn-
ers and heritage speakers in classroom or 
school settings, allow heritage speakers more 
chances to exercise their heritage language 
in non-English language courses like social 
studies and science, and offer students des-
ignated times when they can meet and speak 
to other students who are heritage speakers. 
Some districts and states are already piloting 
such programs. For example, Sealaska Her-
itage, a nonprofit based in Juneau, Alaska, 
partners with Juneau schools to teach South-
east Alaskan native languages, like Tlingit, and 
has established a program to train teachers in 
local languages.76 The Maine French Heritage 
Program sponsors after-school language and 
culture activities in Lewiston and Augusta for 
students from French-speaking backgrounds 

The United States need look no further than 
its own immigrant, ethnic, and Native Ameri-
can communities to find the seeds of a rich and 
diverse linguistic future. As of 2006, the most 
recent year for which such data are available, 
the overwhelming majority of U.S. adults who 
reported that they spoke a language 
other than English—including 
37 million Spanish speakers 
and 2.9 million Chinese 
speakers—acquired that 
language at home.74 In 
most cases, language 
acquisition is associated 
with familial, cultural, 
and historical ties, rather 
than school-based curric-
ula. In an immigrant nation 
like the United States, this 
circumstance should be consid-
ered an asset. Heritage speakers have 
a working knowledge of a second language even 
before they enter the classroom. Prior to any 
educational investments at the local, state, or 
federal levels, they have a head start in achieving 
the kind of biliteracy that would be as beneficial 
to them individually as it would be to the nation 
as a whole. Undoubtedly, they can only become 
proficient in their heritage languages through 
persistent study and ongoing instruction. But 
if we encourage them in this pursuit, by sup-
porting the heritage and Native American lan-
guages already spoken in communities across 
the nation and helping these languages persist 
from one generation to the next, we would have 
the nucleus of a truly multilingual society. 

Unfortunately, immigrant communities find it 
difficult to maintain their proficiency in heritage 
languages once they enter the United States. A 

By supporting 
the heritage 

and Native American 
languages already spoken in 

communities across the nation 
and helping these languages 
persist from one generation 
to the next, we would have 

the nucleus of a truly 
multilingual society. 
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in grades one through six.77 And the school 
district in Beardstown, Illinois, is developing a 
high school immersion program that is specifi-
cally designed to support a student population 
that is 70 percent heritage Spanish speakers.78

Similarly, more two- and four-year colleges 
and universities should make available cur-
ricula designed specifically for Native Amer-
ican languages and heritage speakers, and 
should find ways to offer credit for proficiency 
in a heritage language. As in k–12 education, 
some colleges and universities are already 
experimenting with such curricula. The Span-
ish Heritage Language Program at the Uni-

versity of Houston offers specific courses for 
heritage Spanish speakers; students who have 
successfully completed the intermediate level 
in this program fulfill the university’s foreign 
language requirement and are encouraged to 
enroll in more advanced classes.79 The Univer-
sities of Arizona, Washington, and Oregon all 
support similar programs, providing new con-
texts for students’ personal and cultural expe-
riences; locating the Spanish spoken at home 
within a broader Spanish-speaking world; 
and featuring service-learning opportunities 
in local Spanish-speaking communities.80  
And Columbia University introduced a ded-
icated track for heritage Russian speakers 

Elsewhere
8.2%

School 
16.3%

Childhood Home
75.5%

SOURCE: Analysis of data collected by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago in the General 
Social Survey for the Humanities Indicators.

Where English-Speaking Adults Who are Fluent in Another Language 
Acquired the Non-English Language, 2006
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that brings limited-proficiency students to an 
advanced level in their heritage language in 
two semesters, while satisfying the university’s  
undergraduate second language requirement.81  
Each of these programs offers a model that 
can be adopted elsewhere and applied to other 
heritage languages.

Heritage language initiatives at schools and col-
leges are important, in part, because they recog-
nize forms of self and cultural expression that 
have been devalued by our educational policies 
and practices, sometimes to devastating effect. 
For example, many students who are proficient 
in English as well as in a heritage language 

SECTION 3: DEVELOPING HERITAGE LANGUAGES AND  
REVITALIZING NATIVE AMERICAN LANGUAGES
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continue to be placed in English development 
programs based on the false assumption that 
their knowledge of a second language implies 
weak English skills, or that further education in 
a heritage language will hinder students’ mas-
tery of English.82 Occasionally, these decisions 
can be influenced by financial considerations, 
since some school districts receive funding 
when they assign more students to develop-
mental English. In some cases, schools have not 
been required to inform parents that their chil-
dren have been placed in such courses. These 
placements are problematic on several levels: 
They impede the education of otherwise qual-
ified and capable students. They reinforce the 
mistaken idea that heritage languages are less 
valuable than other forms of knowledge. And 
they threaten the confidence and self-esteem of 
students who can and should excel within and 
beyond the classroom. 

Cosima Lenz
Master of Public Health Candidate at UCLA Fielding School of Public Health

Cosima Lenz is a first-generation American whose family spoke German and English at home. She 
began learning Spanish as an elementary school student in California and continued to study the 
language throughout high school, before earning her bachelor’s degree in German with a minor 
in public health from Northwestern University. Passionate about global health issues and aware of 
the serious challenges language barriers present to her chosen field, Lenz put her Spanish to use 
as a volunteer with the Somos Hermanos program—living in full cultural and linguistic immersion in 
Guatemala while teaching a weekly health class to local women and working at a rural clinic. Now 
pursuing a master of public health, she recently completed a research internship with the World 
Health Organization’s Reproductive Health Research Department in Geneva, Switzerland, and has 
also participated in study abroad and research experiences in Germany and South Africa.

“Having foreign language skills in this day and age is critical due to the increasingly global world 
in which we live, and it’s why I value my German and Spanish language skills. One of my goals in 
pursuing a career in public health is to use my Spanish and cross-cultural skills to improve quality 
and access to health care among the Latino community.”84 

In place of such reflexive skepticism, individ-
ual students and communities would benefit 
greatly from a new respect for and investment 
in heritage language learning as an integral 
component of a broader national language 
strategy.83 While quality teaching resources 
already exist for many of the languages taught 
in U.S. schools, many more will need to be 
developed to support the great wealth of lan-
guages spoken in homes around the United 
States. The kind of public-private partner-
ships advocated in the previous section of this 
report will be crucial in these efforts as lesson 
plans, textbooks, and other media are devel-
oped to facilitate ongoing, lifelong instruction 
in heritage languages.
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Native American Speakers
Currently, the United States is home to over 
450,000 speakers of Native American lan-
guages.  Many of these American Indian, 
Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, and Native 
American Pacific Islander languages are clas-
sified as endangered languages by UNESCO 
and other organizations supporting cultural 
preservation. Among languages indigenous to 
the North American continent (where language 
loss has been most severe), every Native Amer-
ican language other than Navajo has fewer than 
twenty thousand speakers and many are down 
to less than ten speakers. In the Native Amer-
ican Languages Act of 1990, Congress recog-
nized the distinctive political status and cultural 
importance of all Native American languages 
and authorized programs to counter a historic 
“lack of clear, comprehensive, and consistent 
Federal policy,” which has often “resulted in 
acts of suppression and extermination of Native 
American languages and culture.”85

Native North American languages are now 
the subject of intensive reclamation projects, 
including the Documenting Endangered Lan-
guages joint project of the National Endowment 
for the Humanities and the National Science 
Foundation. They are taught at tribal colleges 
and universities as well as at public universi-
ties in several states, including Alaska, Arizona, 
Hawaii, Minnesota, and Oklahoma. Alaska and 
Hawaii have also declared their Native Ameri-
can languages as official state languages.

Over the past twenty years, researchers have 
discovered that instruction in indigenous lan-
guages yields a variety of benefits for Native 
American children. It has been linked to 
improvements in:

   Academic achievement, retention rates, and 
school attendance; 

   Local and national achievement test scores; 
   Well-being, self-esteem, and self-efficacy; and 
   Resiliency to addiction and the prevention of 
risky behaviors.86

SECTION 3: DEVELOPING HERITAGE LANGUAGES AND  
REVITALIZING NATIVE AMERICAN LANGUAGES
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Section 4: Encouraging International Study  
and Cultural Immersion

international exchange programs should be 
expanded as part of undergraduate educa-
tion.”87 According to the Institute for Inter-
national Education, 313,000 students received 
credit for study abroad programs during the 

2014–2015 academic year, and several 
education associations are calling 

for that number to double by 
the end of this decade.88

There are now many suc-
cessful models for study 
abroad. For example, the 
Language Flagship model 

of the National Security Edu-
cation Program (nsep-dod) 

prepares students at twenty-five 
American universities to speak, read, 

and listen in a non-English language at a profes-
sional level through intensive training at home 
and during an overseas capstone year. Similarly, 
the State Department’s National Security Lan-
guage Initiative for Youth (nsli-y) and Critical 

A national strategy to broaden access to lan-
guage education for every student in the 
United States, as preparation for life and work in 
a global twenty-first century, must also promote 
opportunities for students to travel, experience 
other cultures, and immerse themselves 
in languages as they are used in 
everyday interactions and across 
all segments of society. 

In its Heart of the Matter  
report, the American Acad - 
emy’s Commission on the 
Humanities and Social Sci-
ences wrote: “While foreign 
language study is a crucial step 
toward a more productive, recip-
rocal engagement with other cultures 
and governments, language study alone can-
not provide the cultural and historical con-
text in which such exchanges take place.” For 
this reason, the Commission recommended 
that “transnational studies, study abroad, and 

The Critical Language Scholarship Program
According to the Critical Language Scholarship Program, an initiative of the U.S. Department of 
State, critical languages are non-Western European languages that are important to U.S. national 
security.89 As of December 2016, the Department of State has identified fourteen critical languages 
and offers a variety of scholarships and programs for students who wish to study them. They are:

   Arabic
   Azerbaijani
   Bangla
   Chinese
   Hindi

   Indonesian
   Japanese
   Korean
   Persian
   Punjabi

   Russian
   Swahili
   Turkish
   Urdu

While many federal departments and agencies maintain lists of languages critical to their missions, 
such as the U.S. Army’s Strategic Languages List, there is no single, unified list of languages con-
sidered critical to the federal government.

Promote 
opportunities 

for students to 
travel, experience other 
cultures, and immerse 

themselves in languages as 
they are used in everyday 

interactions and across 
all segments of 

society. 
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Language Scholarship programs support over 
one thousand students of critical languages in 
overseas language study annually. Participants 
in these federal overseas programs come from 
all socioeconomic backgrounds and include 
students who have never before left the United 
States or studied the language in question. These 
programs prove that most students can success-
fully learn a language, given proper instruction 
and adequate support.90 The Departments of 
State and Defense should expand these suc-
cessful immersion models, which are creating 
access for students to languages critical for U.S. 
national security and global competetiveness.

Many colleges and universities now offer 
opportunities for international study as well. 
However, these programs can be expensive—
in real dollars, in forfeited income during the 
period abroad, and in time spent away from 
home campuses and coursework—and are 

therefore less accessible to students from dis-
advantaged backgrounds. Campuses should 
make every effort to ensure that such students 
have access and support for overseas course-
work—in part by recognizing overseas course-
work for either elective or major credit. This 
recognition would enable students to apply 
financial aid and student loans to their time 
abroad, just as they apply it to their home 
campus studies.91 Unfortunately, even this 
recognition would not help students who wish 
to travel during the summer months (a more 
convenient time for many disadvantaged stu-
dents) since, under current regulations, federal 
aid cannot be used to support summer study. 
The Department of Education should con-
sider restructuring federal financial aid to 
help low-income undergraduates enjoy study 
abroad during the summer, as well as the aca-
demic year, to obtain language competence in 
their specific area of study. 

SECTION 4: ENCOURAGING INTERNATIONAL STUDY AND CULTURAL IMMERSION

Jeffrey Wood
Master of Arts Candidate at the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced  
International Studies (SAIS) at The Johns Hopkins University; and  
2016 Thomas R. Pickering Graduate Foreign Affairs Fellow

Jeffrey Wood was a Washington, D.C., public high school student when he had the opportunity to 
study abroad in China with D.C.-China Scholars—a program hosted by Americans Promoting Study 
Abroad—and was featured in the documentary film Beyond the Wall. He has since served as a 
student ambassador for the 100,000 Strong Foundation and Globalize D.C., and interviewed First 
Lady Michelle Obama live in China for Discovery Education. An alumnus of the National Security 
Language Initiative for Youth program, he has been granted numerous other awards, including a Gil-
man Scholarship, a Boren Undergraduate Scholarship, a UC Berkeley Public Policy and International 
Affairs Fellowship, and a Fulbright Teaching Fellowship. Wood holds a bachelor’s degree in Chinese 
language and literature from George Mason University and a certificate in Chinese language and 
literature from Harbin Institute of Technology. 

“Language has given me the ability to expand my understanding of my community, whether that’s 
in my neighborhood or in a different country. Furthermore, language has given me a direct career 
path I didn’t think was possible for me to achieve.”92 
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But academia and government are not the 
only potential partners in this effort. Indeed, 
American businesses may have the most to 
gain from a workforce that is competent in 
world languages and effective in international 
settings. Eighty-eight percent of the execu-
tives who responded to the 2014 Coalition 
for International Education sponsored study 
reported that international sales will be an 
equal or greater percentage of their business 
in the future, and almost two-thirds report 
a need for international skills at entry and 
management levels.93 In other words, the 
United States is rapidly approaching a signif-
icant skills gap. Many businesses recognize 
and address this need by providing language 
education for their employees through a 
variety of means, including internal training 
programs and sponsored coursework. Com-
munity colleges have also become important 
partners by providing effective and affordable 
language instruction for adults. In addition, 
through sponsored internships, the private 
sector and many ngos have discovered 
ways to develop a multilingual workforce 
that can meet their future needs. Some work 
through programs like Northeastern Univer-
sity’s Global Co-op, which connects students 
with professional internships abroad, thereby 
offering language and cultural training as well 
as valuable work experience.94 Even a quick 
online search reveals dozens of such oppor-
tunities for students interested in exploring 
professional experiences abroad, including 
programs with Deloitte, Goldman-Sachs, and 
the World Bank, as well as U.S. embassies, 
world governments, and a host of other large 
and small corporate and nonprofit entities.95 
Clearly, it is in the best interests of these orga-
nizations, and of U.S business more generally,  

World-Readiness  
Standards
A number of teacher associations and learned 
societies have collaborated to create a series 
of standards to help design curricula and 
establish performance outcomes for students 
as well as for language programs. The primary 
goal areas of the standards are designed to 
encourage students achieving the “5 Cs”:

   Communication: Communicate effectively 
in more than one language in order to 
function in a variety of situations and for 
multiple purposes.

   Cultures: Interact with cultural competence 
and understanding.

   Connections: Connect with other disci-
plines and acquire information and diverse 
perspectives in order to use the language 
to function in academic and career-related 
situations.

   Comparisons: Develop insight into the 
nature of language and culture in order 
to interact with cultural competence.

   Communities: Communicate and inter-
act with cultural competence in order to 
participate in multilingual communities at 
home and around the world.

Since 2013, forty states have adopted the 
World-Readiness Standards as part of their 
language education programs.96

to recruit and train more talented young 
people for success in a global economy—and 
international internships should be a part of 
any global strategy.
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Conclusion

Cold War or instruction in certain Middle East-
ern languages after the terrorist attacks of 2001. 
At such moments, enrollments increase dra-
matically, but students require years of training 
before they can achieve a useful level of profi-
ciency, often long after the immediate crisis has 
faded and national priorities have changed.

A wiser, more forward-thinking strategy would 
be to steadily improve access to as many lan-

Language acquisition on the scale that this 
Commission proposes will require a combina-
tion of skillful instruction, technical assistance 
and innovation, new and redirected investments, 
public-private partnerships, and the personal 
commitment of each individual language learner. 

In the past, the United States has only focused 
on language education in times of great need, 
such as encouraging Russian studies during the 
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guages as possible for people of every age, 
ethnicity, and socioeconomic background—
to treat language education as a persistent 
national need like competency in math or 
English, and to ensure that a useful level of pro-
ficiency is within every student’s reach. That is 
why this report has focused on five capacity- 
building goals: 

   Increase the number of  
language teachers at all 
levels of education so 
that every child in every 
state has an opportu-
nity to learn a language 
other than English.
   Supplement language in- 
struction across the educa-
tion system through public- 
private partnerships among 
schools, government, philanthropies, 
businesses, and local community members.
   Support heritage languages already spoken 
in communities across the nation, and help 
these languages persist from one generation 
to the next.

   Provide targeted programming and addi-
tional support for Native American lan-
guages being used as primary languages of 
education.
   Promote opportunities for students to learn 
languages by experiencing other cultures 
and immersing themselves in languages as 

they are used in everyday interactions 
and across all segments of society.

Taken together, these goals are 
aimed at building a strong 

world language capability 
alongside English. Each 
goal can be addressed in a 
variety of ways. Throughout 
this report, the Commission 

has offered examples, suc-
cessful models, and best prac-

tices in order to encourage more 
innovation around the country. Ulti-

mately, it is up to all of us—parents, students, 
educators, policy-makers, and businesses—to 
make language learning a valued national pri-
ority, and to address a need that is more acute 
today than at any other time in our history. 

Improve access to 
as many languages 

as possible for people 
of every age, ethnicity, 

and socioeconomic 
background.
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or coedited eighteen books and special issues, including Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant Sec-
ond Generation (2001), which won the Distinguished Book Award of the American Sociological 
Association as well as the Thomas and Znaniecki Award for best book in the immigration field. 
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Sociology and Public Affairs at Princeton University. She is also the former Director of the Office 
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and book chapters about racial and ethnic inequality in the United States, international migra-
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Commission on Educational Excellence for Hispanics and the Research Advisory Committee of 
the American Education Research Association. Currently she serves on the Board of the Pop-
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Sciences in 1993.

Kenneth L. Wallach is Executive Chairman and former Chief Executive Officer (1998–2014) of 
Central National Gottesman, Inc., a privately owned global pulp and paper distribution com-
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Diane P. Wood is the Chief Judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit and a 
Senior Lecturer at the University of Chicago Law School. Prior to her judicial appointment in 
1995, she was the Green Professor of International Legal Studies at the University of Chicago Law 
School, where she also served as Associate Dean from 1989 to 1992. From 1993 to 1995, she was 
Deputy Assistant Attorney General in the Antitrust Division of the U.S. Department of Justice. 
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2007 to 2013, she served as a member of the Judicial Conference’s Standing Committee on Rules 
of Practice and Procedure. She is a member of the Academy’s Commission on the Humanities 
and Social Sciences. She was elected a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 
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 @americanacad
 www.amacad.org

https://www.twitter.com/americanacad
https://www.twitter.com/americanacad
http://www.amacad.org

