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In Memoriam

Wilga M. Rivers

The Northeast
Conference was
deeply saddened to
learn of the death of
Wilga M. Rivers,
Harvard Professor of
Romance Languages
and Literatures,
Emerita, and Harvard
Extension School 
faculty member, on

June 23 at the age of 88.  Professor Rivers
was the 1984 recipient of our Nelson
Brooks Award for Leadership in the
Profession, and her achievements set the
standard for all future honorees.

She was born in Melbourne, Australia,
receiving her bachelor’s and master’s
degrees from the university there. Her
licence ès letters was conferred by the
Université de Montpellier, and she earned
her doctorate from the University of
Illinois. She taught in public and private
schools, at the secondary and postsec-
ondary level in Australia, the U.S., and
Great Britain. One of the first women to
be appointed to a full professorship at
Harvard, Rivers published and presented
widely during her career. Following her
retirement from Harvard, she taught at
that university’s extension school for
many years. She served as the first presi-
dent of the American Association of
Applied Linguistics, was a member of
innumerable boards (both within and
outside the profession) and was show-
ered with awards, including ACTFL’s
Steiner Award for Leadership and Papalia
Award for teacher education. 

Dr. Rivers honored NECTFL with her
presentations at the conference —
including a riotously funny but also com-
pelling reading from her autobiography
one year — and with a seminal chapter in

the 1979 Northeast Conference Reports.
Positing the need to “review … objectives
from time to time with great care,”i Dr.
Rivers encouraged the foreign language
profession to develop goals that would
ensure the centrality of our role in the
larger “educational enterprise” by consid-
ering two questions for students: “’What
can I do with it in practical domains?’ and
“‘What can it do for me as a person and
as a citizen?’”ii To craft answers to these
questions and in recognition of the myr-
iad pressures facing foreign language
teachers, Dr. Rivers wrote:

… I decided to draw on the collective
wisdom of a worldwide profession, 
exercising its responsibilities in widely
varying circumstances, to clarify the
relationship of foreign language objec-
tives to geographical, social, and political
situations. To this end, I sent question-
naires to language teachers in many
countries on widely separated continents
and to all fifty states, asking which of
twenty-one objectives frequently men-
tioned in the literature on foreign or sec-
ond language teaching constituted the
most important goals for language
learners in their particular teaching sit-
uation. Respondents ranked seven of the
items proposed, added extra items they
did not find on the list, and wrote short
statements, some of which have been
quoted in various parts of this Report.
Approximately 500 questionnaires were
sent out and 580 were returned, because
a number of recipients passed the ques-
tionnaire on to colleagues or tried it out
on teachers and teacher-trainees in sum-
mer institutes or orientation programs.
Teachers from forty-eight countries and
fifty states are represented in the sample.
They teach twenty-one languages at all
levels, from elementary school through
graduate school and continuing educa-
tion; some teach immigrants and minor-
ity-language students. iii

The Northeast Conference is saddened to report news of the deaths of several
individuals with links to our organization. We extend heartfelt condolences to
their families, colleagues, and friends.
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As they read the above quotation,
those fortunate enough to have known
Wilga Rivers will find themselves in an
all-too-familiar situation: wondering
which of its many astonishing elements
they should respond to — personally, I
believe Wilga is best reflected in what
must be the only study questionnaire
return rate on record of 116%! And yet,
always ahead of her time and always will-
ing to take risks, Wilga Rivers simply
aimed for the moon, usually achieved
what she aimed for and inevitably
learned something new to share with us
on her journey. We shall miss her.

i Wilga M. Rivers. “Educational Goals: The
Foreign Language Teacher’s Response.”  
In The Foreign Language Learner in
Today’s Classroom Environment,
Northeast Conference Reports, ed. 
Warren C. Born (Middlebury VT: Northeast
Conference on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages), p. 19

ii Ibid., p. 20 
iii Ibid., p. 35

Dick Williamson

Dick Williamson, one
of our most treasured
colleagues, passed
away in his sleep on
June 20, less than
two years after retir-
ing from a highly dis-
tinguished thirty-year
career as a French
professor at Bates
College in Lewiston,

Maine. I was stunned and deeply sad-
dened by this news, just as, I am sure, was
everyone else who knew Dick personally.
To put it most succinctly, Dick was a force
de la nature, a man with such energy,
vitality, and love of life that his absence is
unfathomable. It is no less difficult to
grasp how Dick was able to accomplish
all that he did in his career, while at the
same time devoting himself to his wife
Debbie and to their daughters, Vanessa
and Melissa, and sons, Dustin and Chris.

Chairing the Department of Classical
& Romance Languages and Literatures at
Bates for over a dozen years, Dick also
rose to Chair of the Northeast Conference
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
(1987) and later to President of the
Association of Departments of Foreign
Languages (1999). He served as well, from
1998 on, as a member of the Editorial
Board of the Southern Conference on
Language Teaching’s Dimension 2000 and
was a reader for the Advanced Placement
Exams in French for nearly ten years
(1995-2004). He edited newsletters and
chaired or spoke on innumerable panels,
was a member of many local and national
committees, and created and directed
French or Francophone study abroad pro-
grams for Bates College all over the
Western hemisphere. And I’m only hitting
the high points here.  

A “force of nature,” yes, but Dick was
also une force qui va; his energy, enthusi-
asm, and humor were boundless and con-
tagious. I experienced that “contagion”
back in 1987 when Dick was planning his
year as Chair of NECTFL. At the conference
that year, as we lunched together, he talked
to me passionately about the volume they
were planning to publish, and somewhere
between the poire and the fromage, as
they say, I agreed to serve as co-editor of
the book, which was subsequently pub-
lished as Toward a New Integration of
Language and Culture (1988). A few 
years later, Dick invited me and my wife
Véronique to come up to Bates to teach in
a weeklong French Summer Institute he
had created for high school teachers. 
The experience was so gratifying (and not
only the Maine lobster we enjoyed at Dick
and Debbie’s home), that I returned 
to Davidson College and immediately 
created our own French Summer Institute,
modeled on Dick’s program. We will be
offering the ninth edition of our Institute in
July 2008, and this longevity is a tribute to
the intelligence of Dick’s conception. To
say that Dick Williamson was an inspiration
to his colleagues, both inside and outside
Bates College, is not an empty platitude.




