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One day a mother mouse was taking her
children for a walk. As the unsuspecting
family rounded the corner of a building,
they suddenly found themselves con-
fronting the twitching whiskers of a hun-
gry cat delighted to find such a tantalizing
and unprotected delicacy within striking
distance. Surveying the dangerous situa-
tion instantly, the quick-witted and
learned mother raised herself to her
greatest height, drew in a huge breath of
air, and barked, ‘Wuff! Wuff!’at the top of
her voice. As the startled cat disappeared
down the street, she turned to her dar-
lings and said knowingly, ‘See how it pays
to know a second language.’1

Perhaps the story of the quick-thinking
mouse is simplistic, but it conveys an
important message. In today’s globalized
world, mice are meeting cats, who are
meeting dogs, who are meeting wolves. . .
and so it goes. There is increased contact
between all peoples of the world, whether
it be in the economic sphere, the political
world, or in the daily tasks of one’s per-
sonal life. Fortunately, in most situations, a
person is not in danger of being eaten by
a menacing stranger, but the situation
could be just as serious. A family is vaca-
tioning in Mexico when the youngest son is
injured while riding a bike. The family
rushes him to the hospital, but English is
not spoken at the local hospital. Luckily the
eighth grade daughter has taken several
years of Spanish at school, and is able to
facilitate communication between the doc-
tors and the family. Or perhaps a small
Asian child has lost her mother and is
wandering around lost at a New York air-
port. Luckily a stranger passes by, notices
the fear in the child’s eyes, attempts to use
the Chinese and Japanese that he has
learned in the business world, and helps
reunite the frightened family. It could be as
simple as giving directions to a confused
tourist. There are an infinite number of sit-
uations in which a person might be called
upon to make use of their foreign language
skills. But one thing is clear, the use of for-
eign languages is no longer only for those
who plan to go to college and pursue pres-
tigious careers.

There are many obvious benefits to study-
ing a second language. In the modern
world, increased contact with different cul-
tures is an obvious reason. America is one
of the most diverse countries in the world.
Immigrants and tourists pour into the
country. Though there are certainly con-
centrations of foreigners in the big cities,
small towns are becoming more interna-
tional as well. The trend in the past was for
immigrants to learn English and assimilate
into mainstream culture, but this trend is

weakening as many no longer become
proficient in English. In addition to the flux
of non-English speakers into the United
States, Americans are now traveling
abroad in record numbers, thanks to the
ease and cheapness of travel. Foreign lan-
guage skills not only aid in communication,
but also in the understanding and accep-
tance of foreign cultures. All of these fac-
tors present situations in which the
knowledge of a second language can
prove invaluable. By speaking a foreign
language, you become an “ambassador”
helping to shape the opinions that others
will have of our country and culture. . . a
crucial role in our increasingly interdepen-
dent world. In addition to travel, other
leisure activities are affected by the knowl-
edge of a second language. A person who
speaks a second language can read the
literature of that language, watch movies
or TV of another culture, listen to music in
another language. It is clear that foreign
language skills can greatly improve one’s
quality of life.

Another obvious reason for learning a
second language is the range of benefits
in the business/economic world. Interna-
tional corporations have come to domi-
nate the world economy, and have thus
created a demand for bilingual workers.
The possession of a second language
can increase the opportunities for a
worker. The worker may receive a higher
base salary, may enter a job at a higher
position, or have more choices in the
country in which they work. Bilingual
employees can not only communicate
with foreign clients, but can also aid in
communication between the different
branches of an international company.
Language skills can clearly make a per-
son more marketable.

Marketablility is not the only asset that a
person gains by learning a second lan-
guage. Foreign language skills can also
prove valuable in areas such as govern-
ment, politics, or national security. National
security, for example, is currently a large
concern in the post-September 11 world.
In the recent and several previous terrorist
acts, the need for speakers of a foreign
language has come to light. According to a
report in The Baltimore Sun, there was
“vital information” available before the
1993 attacks against the World Trade
Center, but the information was not trans-
lated in time. The same newspaper
reported that FBI agents were “stumped
by a highly unusual local language and
never found anyone with proper security
clearance who could translate”.2 There is a
clear need for the training of more person-
nel in second languages.

But let me get to the real reason for the
present article. Politics, business, national
security, foreign travel. . . this is the stuff of
the adult world. I intend to explain why it is
important to educate our children in for-
eign languages. Children are capable of
learning a second language regardless of
sex, race, IQ level, and even other acade-
mic strengths or weaknesses.3 And
through the teaching of foreign languages,
children gain not only the ability to speak
another language, but there are gains in
many other arenas as well. We use a
broad range of strategies and approaches
to teach foreign languages. Aside from
typical textbook learning, students watch
movies in other languages, listen to tapes
of other languages, work in role-playing
activities, read literature of other cultures,
learn about the arts of other cultures, and
learn history and geography of other parts
of the world. Foreign languages are taught
in such an interdisciplinary manner, the
benefits of teaching are far-reaching.4

There are also many impressive statistics
showing the correlation between an
increase in a student’s achievement and
foreign language education. “Children who
have studied a foreign language show
greater cognitive development in such
areas as mental flexibility, creativity, diver-
gent thinking, and higher order thinking
skills.”5 Studies show that foreign language
study is linked to high levels of creativity
and increased problem-solving skills.
Students who have studied a foreign lan-
guage perform up to a full year higher in
English vocabulary.6 In addition to these
improvements, students who have studied
foreign languages also score higher on
standardized testing, including the SATs
and ACTs. This has been proven repeat-
edly in various studies: “The Louisiana
Report,” studies by Landry, and Kessler
and Quinn.7 It would be a waste to not edu-
cate a student in a subject area that can so
greatly enrich their education.

Foreign language study must begin at a
young age. This is not something that we
can put off until later years of schooling.
Studies show that when young children
learn a language, they use the same brain
circuits for both their native and second
languages. This capacity seems to disap-
pear around the age of seven or eight,
and adult learners have to rely on special
brain circuits to learn a second language,
putting the adults at a severe disadvan-
tage. The brain of a child is said to be
most receptive until the ages of 10-12.8

Why don’t we start foreign language edu-
cation before then? A firm foundation is
necessary to build upon to be truly effec-
tive in the teaching of a foreign language.
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To build the necessary foundation for lan-
guage proficiency, we must have regular
foreign language classes. Students need
to hear, speak, read, or write in the sec-
ond language every day. I know that
many parents have heard themselves say
it: “Practice makes perfect.” If we provide
our students with the proper instruction,
and give them sufficient time to study and
practice a foreign language, we will be
giving them so much more than profi-
ciency in Spanish, French, or German.
The benefits of a second language are so
far-reaching, so obvious, and so impor-
tant. It would be a true shame if we did
not give this to our students. When com-
munities consider scheduling and bud-
geting for the school year, they should
take these realities into account.
Educating a child in a foreign language
could prove to be more valuable than any
of us might imagine.
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Introduction
When reading the NECTFL Review’s call
for papers on “Rectifying and Improving
the Image of Foreign Language Learning
in the United States,” two things struck me
about this title. It assumes that something
in foreign language learning is askew and
needs to be fixed, and it brings to the fore-
front the word ‘image,’ a term generally not
associated with education. If images are
projected, then images of foreign 
language learning are projected onto
learners by a variety of factors, but pre-
dominantly by our teaching, our curricula,
and our students’ overall classroom expe-
rience. What is askew is painfully experi-
enced by many higher education
colleagues teaching languages other than
Spanish in the form of shrinking programs,
especially in languages such as German
and Russian. Recent data suggest that
overall foreign language enrollments in
higher education have fallen from 16 per-
cent of total student enrollments in 1960 to
8 percent in 2002 (American Council of
Education, 2002). More detailed statistics
are available for the K-12 level where over-
all enrollments have grown over the last
ten years. However, the increase has dis-
proportionately benefited Spanish with
most other languages experiencing
decreases in number of students. (Draper
and Hicks, 2002).1

Foreign language teachers in the U.S.
rarely enjoy the position of their counter-
parts in many other parts of the world,
where language study is an integral ele-
ment of the curriculum. In German, for
example, retirement has had a consider-
able impact on language programs, both
at the high school and the college level. In
southern New England, a number of
school districts phased out the teaching
of German in the 1980s. With few notable
exceptions, the enrollment picture for
German at the college level is not too
promising either. The American Associa-
tion of Teachers of German (AATG), the
professional organization of German
teachers in the U.S., is fighting a decline
in membership, despite a high level of
activity supporting the profession.

Our field is affected by other factors as
well. Most students take languages for a
relatively short time with all languages
experiencing significant attrition rates
after students have completed their for-
eign language requirements. According to
the 2000 ACTFL survey, of those who
began language study in high school,
70% enrolled in the second year course,
35% in third year, and only 10.6% in fourth
year (Draper and Hicks, 2002, p. 20).2

Another factor may be lack of institutional
support. It seems that quite a few of
today’s decision-makers are apparently

dissatisfied with their own classroom for-
eign language experience some thirty or
so years ago. For many of them, still, lan-
guage learning amounts to grammar, pat-
tern drills, and memorization.
Unfortunately, these perceptions often
supersede any awareness of ongoing
innovations in the field of foreign lan-
guage teaching. For many of these indi-
viduals, decisions are based on the
assumption that classroom foreign lan-
guage learning is still unappealing and
ineffective; and language education
issues may be adversely affected as a
result. Most recently, in 2001, the contro-
versy at Drake University in Iowa
received national attention. Led by its
president, a former language educator,
the university closed its entire language
department in favor of a study abroad-
based approach. The university cited the
inefficiency of local language instruction
as the major reason for its decision
(Schneider, 2001). How our students, the
public, and the private sector see us must
be of concern. One would not expect lan-
guages to retreat in the current period of
globalization. Yet, this is precisely what is
happening in the U.S.

External Factors Affecting 
Our Profession
One should distinguish between external
and internal factors that are affecting the
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