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Today’s language teachers face challenges that may at times seem daunting but which can, in fact, become opportunities to promote the study of other languages, not only to students but to the community at large. Until recently, language teachers have generally enjoyed healthy enrollments and administrative support without much promotional effort on their part. At the same time, as a profession, language teachers have sought change in a variety of ways that have led to confusion. There are national standards, state standards, and even local standards, each with its own nuances regarding language teaching and student outcomes. What subject is taught? Foreign languages? World languages? Heritage languages? Commonly- and less-commonly taught languages? Languages other than English? All these terms, each with its own acronym, illustrate a struggle to define a role for foreign languages in the 21st century. This article describes the challenges faced by today’s language teachers as well as the new roles they are increasingly called upon to play outside the classroom. The newest and most challenging of these roles involves promotion and advocacy for the study of other languages. The comprehensive support network of professional associations for language teachers which provides resources to help them maintain and expand their programs is outlined. 

When students decide to enter the language teaching profession, they are often motivated by love of a particular language and a desire to share their enthusiasm with others. They rarely contemplate and are almost never taught about the public dimension of language teaching. New teachers quickly discover that it is not enough to be proficient in the language and to be an excellent instructor. While essential, these qualities do not attract to the classroom students who have many competing interests and obligations; they do not convince parents and administrators of the intrinsic value of the study of other languages; and they do not ensure a permanent place in the curriculum for those languages. 


Teachers already have a myriad of tasks they are expected to perform such as meeting administrative requirements and assigning grades, creating lesson plans or syllabi, managing the classroom, teaching the language as well as its culture, history, and literature. In addition, they are expected to keep abreast of the latest innovations in methodology and materials, maintain and improve their own language skills even while teaching courses that may not require them to exercise those skills, sponsor extra-curricular clubs and societies, organize travel abroad, and at the university level conduct research. Now they must also actively recruit students, lobby recalcitrant administrators, seek external funding and support for projects and materials, and publicize their programs. In the face of significant budget constraints, even academic programs come under attack, and the study of languages has too often been seen as a luxury that Americans can do without. 

Even without budget cutbacks, language teachers often face other obstacles such as lack of qualified replacement teachers, increased class size often entailing multiple levels in the same classroom, cancellation of programs in feeder schools, and competition from other languages and elective subjects (Wierzbicki 2002). Therefore, teachers may feel in a precarious position. A typical reaction to such a perceived threat is to retreat and make oneself as inconspicuous as possible. Instead of retreating, language teachers need to sell their programs, trumpet their students’ accomplishments, and advocate for more, not less, study of other languages. A public relations strategy is not just one more burden placed on an overworked professional, because effective promotion can reduce anxiety by generating positive interest in a language program, can create a network of supportive colleagues, and can garner valuable recognition for the importance of language study. 

Public relations and promotion have often been the language teacher’s lot, although professional groups have only recently begun discussing issues involved in how to promote language study effectively. The discipline may be considered part of the core curriculum, but, in many schools and universities, that position still exists more on paper than in reality. Teachers have frequently had to entice students to study another language. Formerly, language study in secondary schools was reserved for an elite of college-bound students, and in university programs students were there because it was a degree requirement or because they planned to teach. There are more options now. Since many universities across the nation gradually eliminated a foreign language entrance requirement, secondary classes now attract a wider variety of students with varying motivations for learning another language. The pedagogical emphasis on communication further underscores the question of what students can Ado@ with language skills. Longer sequences of study allow them to gain levels of proficiency which can transform the acquisition of language skills into a tool to enhance another profession rather than an end in itself, and students and their parents at all levels have become consumers who want a cost-benefit analysis of the hours spent in the language classroom. 

This cost-benefit analysis is also being applied to other disciplines and has influenced the teaching of those subjects. However, few people question the intrinsic value of studying math, English, or social studies. On the other hand, students and parents often demand justification for learning another language. Despite the fact that Aa recent study on the internationalization of American business education found that knowledge of other cultures, cross-cultural communication skills, experience in international business, and fluency in a foreign language ranked among the top skills sough by corporations involved in international business@ (Ward 2002, p. 3), if they do not see it firsthand, they may remain skeptical of teachers’ arguments to the contrary.

Historically, learning another language has not been valued in American society. Languages were once held in high esteem for the intellectual rigor of learning grammar and translating works of great literature. Then study turned to the mastery of communication-listening and speaking as well as reading and writing. This led to a need for situations in which to use those communicative skills in applied language studies or content-based courses, for example. Now the need for cultural knowledge to provide the framework and backdrop for communication as well as understanding and appreciation, has come to the forefront. As U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell observed in announcing International Education Week 2001: “International education prepares our citizens to live, work, and compete in the global economy, and promotes tolerance and the reduction of conflict” (2001). The benefits of learning another language and learning to appreciate the people who speak it are incalculable and so far-reaching as to be difficult to categorize succinctly.

Events following September 11 have demonstrated Americans’ woeful lack of linguistic preparedness. In the introduction to a recent piece of legislation, Senator Richard Durbin (D-IL), observes: “All American need a global perspective. To understand the world around us, we must acquaint ourselves with the languages, cultures, and history of other nations” (2001, p. 2). Nonetheless, current political discourse reveals a widespread ignorance and lack of appreciation of the fact that other cultures may think and react differently. Newspaper reports rarely offer more than a perfunctory analysis of a foreign issue based on American cultural norms. From both an economic and a political perspective, peaceful co-existence in the modern world requires real knowledge of other cultures that can only be acquired through the study of those cultures and the languages spoken there.

The call to today’s teachers then is to become advocates for the study of other languages. In a recent survey, representatives of state language agencies noted that lack of communication between educators and the public, political apathy on the part of educators, and lack of communication among teachers themselves are among the top challenges facing the profession today (JNCL-NCLIS 2001). If language teachers are successful in their mission, one day a new curricular paradigm may prevail--long-sequence programs which produce students proficient in English and at least one other language; multiple languages offered in schools and interested students encouraged to try a second or third foreign language; and practical applications for students who have achieved a degree of proficiency enabling them to integrate their language studies with another subject. Teachers must stress the cognitive, intellectual, and social benefits of language study as well as economic interests and national security. Senator Thad Cochran (R-MS) has cited several reasons for expanding the study of other languages in U.S. schools:

...the early study of a second language offers many benefits for students: academic achievement, positive attitudes toward diversity, flexibility in thinking, sensitivity to language, and a better ear for listening and pronunciation. Foreign language study also improves children’s understanding of their native language, increases creativity, helps students get better SAT scores, and increases their job opportunities. 

The evidence shows that children who learn foreign languages score higher in all academic subjects than those who speak only English (2001).

Teachers can learn to “sell” language study to the decision-makers--administrators, parents, and voters--whose support is necessary to maintain and expand language programs. Promotion and advocacy do not necessarily require a lot of time. Students and their achievements are, in fact, one of the best promotional tools. The key is developing the reflex to act in addition to knowing when and how. If a teacher learns to do so, the rewards will be immediate. 

Promotion is the public relations of language teaching. It involves publicizing what is already happening in the classroom and gaining recognition for student achievements. When teachers work together to promote interdisciplinary collaboration and the study of multiple languages, everyone benefits. Activities and projects highlighting the communicative skills and cultural knowledge of the students demonstrate the success of the teachers’ efforts in the classroom and showcase the enjoyment and accomplishment felt by students who have participated successfully. The distribution of well-earned prizes, awards, and honors as well as public performances of student work provide tangible rewards. 

Interdisciplinary collaboration builds support for the study of languages within the school community. It helps illustrate the connection of languages to other subjects and how both areas can be enhanced by faculty and student interaction, and it helps strengthen the bond that teachers of other subjects may already have toward a given language. Collaborative projects can take many forms depending on the teaching level and interests of the individuals concerned. They might include:

1. parallel lessons on the same topic such as studying food and nutrition in a science or health class and in the language classroom as it relates to eating habits in another culture;

2. exploration of authentic documents with the help of language students such as studying the U.S. Constitution in a history course while language students examine the works of the French philosophers who influenced its authors or studying a work in translation in a literature class and in the original in the language class with joint discussions and assignments;

3. preparation of art, music, dance, or theater collaborative projects such as the band or orchestra works on a musical piece while language students research and then share the composer’s biography, cultural background, and historical references to a work such as “The 1812 Overture” or Beethoven’s “Ninth Symphony;”
4. guest lectures or student presentations such as the visit of a guest expert from a foreign country who talks to the whole student body about his or her culture; language students may interview the speaker in the target language or provide additional background information in the form of posters or handouts to other students;

5. joint celebrations or projects such as language classes participating in celebrations for holidays or local events even where the topic is not obviously related to the language, creating flyers or posters in the target language or performing songs or skits with translation for the audience;

6. mutual support such as labeling, contests, guest lectures (language students can label objects in other classrooms in one target language or multiple languages taught in the school; language teachers can provide support for teachers of other subjects by offering their knowledge of the foreign culture, or language teachers can organize scavenger hunts or trivia contests that involve the whole school community; at the university level, the language professor can invite colleagues from history or architecture to speak to language classes. 
The argument that the study of languages enhances academic content grows apparent through these interdisciplinary collaborations, and it can be used as a rationale for supporting FLES programs, in particular. The time spent on the language should not be seen as taking away from the regular curriculum but as enhancing it. Young children can reinforce their mastery of math, science, or social studies skills through the new language. Thane Peterson urges: “...the important thing is to promote a reverence for the learning of foreign languages. It shouldn’t be seen as a threat to English speakers. Quite the opposite: It should be a doorway to the true benefits of globalization” (2002, p. 3). At all levels, linking language study to other core disciplines helps make languages an inextricable part of all students’ educations, even those who never undertake formal study. 

Collaboration can also occur among representatives of the language faculty. The participation of Spanish or German students in the celebration of National French Week, of French or Japanese students in Cinco de mayo festivities, or of all language students in National Foreign Language Week projects an image of support and solidarity. Multilingual projects such as International Festivals, mini World Cup competitions, or skits or performances serve as promotional vehicles for the study of all 

The goal of promotional activities should be to highlight students’ contributions by displaying their work outside the classroom, to other teachers and students, in public forums in the school such as open house or school fairs, to counselors and administrators, and to school board members. Student work should be visible, whether posted on a bulletin board or published in the school newspaper. Art work can be displayed in stores and shopping malls. Skits, performances, and presentations should not be just for the language students but can be part of assemblies, talent shows, parents’ night, or school board meetings. Cultural activities such as concerts, plays, or guest speakers should be open to the entire school community, with introduction and input from the language students. Meals or food activities planned by the language students should always include participation by school decision makers, even if it is not possible to open them to the whole school community. Public recognition validates students’ efforts and accomplishments as well as providing concrete examples of successful language learning to help educate those target audiences.

The kinds of projects described above do not typically require more time to carry out than other types of activities that language teachers normally organize. However, teachers need to develop the APR reflex,@ that is, remembering to include key individuals as participants or spectators. Other essential public relations tools include press releases and articles in the school or local newspaper, photo displays with commentary on bulletin boards, invitations and letters of congratulations or thanks to participants. Finally, an end-of-term report to administrators summarizing activities and achievements can reinforce the value of language classes to the school community. Much of this work can be either incorporated into the language curriculum (for instance, thank you letters in the target language or bulletin board photo displays with bilingual commentary) or prepared by students for extra credit. In short, administrators or officials who support languages should receive reinforcement for that support and those who do not should not be allowed to ignore what is happening in language classrooms.

Just as it is important to make language students a vital and visible part of the school community by taking the language out of the classroom whenever possible, student participation in contests, language fairs, honor societies, charity work, exchanges, or awards programs adds external recognition and further validation to the equation. Major language-specific associations sponsor contests and awards for students. In addition, local language associations, local chapters of national professional organizations, or area universities may put on festivals and contests. Participation in any activity beyond the school setting allows students to utilize their language skills in a new situation and compare their skills and knowledge to that of other students. Such participation may offer opportunities to interact with target language communities outside the school. The many valuable venues for student participation include:

1. yearly national contests organized by the language-specific associations;

2. essay, poster, or design contests sponsored by a variety of organizations and institutions;

3. language fairs or festivals gathering students from many schools;

4. exchanges, either through trips or electronically, with schools in other countries;

5. charitable projects undertaken by classes or student clubs to raise money for books or supplies for students in poorer areas or target-language countries;

6. honor societies sponsored by the various language-specific associations;

7. service projects such as tutoring or mentoring younger students;

8. awards offered by external organizations or created within the school.

Any honor won by a student or teacher should be featured in print, announced to administrators, and formal congratulations sent to students and their parents where appropriate. These ideas motivate language learning and retention and provide opportunities to publicize a program. Public relations should be a integral part of every teacher’s vocabulary. Colleagues and administrators should be aware of the learning that is taking place in the classroom and the efforts students and teachers are involved in to promote language learning. 

Advocacy, on the other hand, requires a bit more planning. Advocacy involves promoting the study of other languages to those who hold decision-making power or influence. Sometimes the messages and the target audiences overlap. They can include school administrators who have direct control over programs and allocation of resources, but most advocacy efforts take place outside the school with school board members, elected officials, and others who influence the decision-making process less directly. Depending on the circumstances, teachers may find themselves obliged to advocate for merely preserving the status quo. Perhaps expansion is not currently possible. However, if language teachers work together to build parental, community, and administrative support, numerous benefits can result.  The school or district may introduce languages into the curriculum in earlier grades, either by beginning new FLES programs or by gradually extending high school programs into lower grades. Likewise, teachers can push for advanced courses and longer sequences. Programs with a well-developed support system will continue even if the current teacher or teachers retire or leave the school. Finally, teachers can promote the inclusion of additional languages in the school curriculum so that choice is possible in the language(s) studied and motivated students can learn a second or even third foreign language. 

Effective advocacy can take many forms. While publicity serves primarily an informational purpose, advocacy efforts are intended to generate a specific result or active support for an issue. Therefore, the message must be clear and tailored to the audience. A JNCL-NCLIS text describes some of the issues and methods which can prove useful in advocating for increased support of language programs (2002). Examples of specific outcomes might include:

1. increased funding for language programs;

2. more levels or another language added;

3. maintaining a current program or restoring a program that has been cancelled;

4. persuading an official to go on record in support of language study.

It is helpful to keep the message straightforward, to provide illustrative anecdotes and background information, and to back up arguments with statistics and references. The Web site of the Southern Conference on Language Teaching (SCOLT) offers a list of questions which teachers advocating for language study should be prepared to answer (2001). A number of valid rationales can be offered for the importance of studying another language such as improved test scores, improved cognitive skills, increased awareness of one’s own culture, increased tolerance for and understanding of other cultures, economic competitiveness, or national security. Advocacy efforts at the state and national level are generally organized by associations with experience lobbying on a specific issue. Individual teachers are more likely to find themselves facing a school board. The techniques are nevertheless similar:

1. letter writing--every language teacher should take advantage of this important tool for making elected officials aware of the importance of studying another language and the fact that there are constituents who feel strongly about an issue;

2. office visits--any citizen can call and request an appointment with their elected representatives, and a personal meeting can put a “face” on an issue;

3. invitations--invite legislators and school board members to visit your classroom and to observe first-hand what students can do with the language. Such visits offer great “photobops,” so be sure pictures are taken and sent to local media;

4. publicity and public relations--include appropriate officials in your promotional activities by sending press releases, photos and student work, news clippings when they will support a specific issue.

At any level, it is important to build support before a crisis arises. Parents, teachers, and school administrators must work together to ensure effective instruction in other languages in all schools. They can lobby for support from policymakers as well as from the business community (Marcos and Peyton, 2000). A program that has received a visit from an elected official or has support from local businesses is less likely to be targeted for cutbacks.

The individual teacher is not alone in this crucial effort to promote language study. Many local, state, regional, and national professional associations provide support and already conduct advocacy campaigns with legislators. However, language teachers have a multitude of organizations to choose from. Language associations are divided by level, by special interest, by language, by region, by state, and even by community. This diversity can lead to duplication of effort and the sending of seemingly confused and overlapping messages to the public. At the same time, the variety of associations allows specific local and topical concerns to be addressed more quickly and effectively. 

Language associations offer many tangible and intangible benefits to their members in a cost-effective way. In addition to pedagogical and professional development information, associations have the resources and vision to collaborate on projects of long-term importance to the profession. The National Standards project is one such effort. The American Association of Teachers of French (AATF), American Association of Teachers of German (AATG), American Association of Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese (AATSP), and the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) received a grant to develop national student standards for foreign language learning. Proceeds from the sale of the initial document, Standards of Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century (1999), were reinvested to adapt the generic standards to nine languages: Chinese, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Latin, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish. Funds are continually reinvested in projects to promote implementation of the standards and are administered by delegates of language associations representing the nine languages. 

As a logical extension of the national student standards project, the national associations have worked to extend the influence of the Standards to other areas of teacher preparation and certification. The Standards have influenced or inspired the foreign language standards developed in numerous states. They also served as inspiration for the committee which developed the world language standards of the National board for Professional Teacher Standards (NBPTS) for recognition of accomplished teachers. The first group of language teachers in French, German, and Spanish completed their candidacies during fall 2002. Finally, ACTFL, under the auspices of the language-specific associations involved in the standards project, has received membership in the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), the body which accredits programs of teacher education where future teachers are trained. Again the committee that has written the NCATE standards by which these programs will be evaluated took inspiration from the principles of the student Standards. Given the voluntary nature of many of these projects, the changes may not be felt immediately in every classroom, but the seeds have been sown. 

More than twenty years ago, several major national language associations recognized the need to have a presence in Washington, DC devoted to issues of concern to our profession, They created the Joint National Committee for Languages/National Council for Languages and International Studies (JNCL-NCLIS) to lobby for languages and international studies. With a modest budget, JNCL and particularly the delegates of its 62 member associations, present issues and information to members of Congress on federal policy related to the study of other languages. A number of pieces of important legislation such as the Foreign Language Assistance Program (FLAP) are the direct result of the efforts of members and staff of JNCL-NCLIS. The JNCL/NCLIS Web site (www.languagepolicy.org) contains much useful information on advocacy, grant writing and grant announcements, and links to pertinent Congressional and government documents.

Teachers often look at the variety of foreign language associations and fail to see the point in belonging to more than one. While some duplication exists, all language associations offer activities that complement one other in different spheres of influence. They may provide generic and language-specific seminars and workshops, scholarships for study abroad, grants for special projects, and, at their annual conferences, offer sessions and workshops on pedagogical, promotional, linguistic, literary, and advocacy topics. The national language-specific associations provide important services to teachers related to the specific demands of teaching a given language and maintain close ties with the embassies and consulates of countries where the language is spoken. They often have chapters to provide opportunities for collaboration, networking, and professional development at the local level. Furthermore, their publications, Web sites, national contests, honor societies, and other services provide information and support to language teachers at all levels. The larger language-specific associations organize annual conventions, held periodically in areas where the target language is spoken. Other national associations such as ACTFL address more general issues of concern to the profession and offer important publications and professional development programs.

The regional associations, of which the Central States Conference is one, have as a major focus the organization of an annual conference which offers the opportunity to gather and share ideas and discuss concerns. In addition, they sponsor publications, seminars, awards, and scholarships. These associations provide an important venue for state association leaders to network and compare notes. Similarly, the state language associations are able to consider local matters such as standards, certification, emergency certification, or teacher shortages. They provide an accessible forum in which language teachers can participate. Unfortunately, given the great variation in size, the smaller groups do not always have the financial resources to offer all the services provided by the larger associations. Nonetheless, each of these associations plays an important role in professional development and in disseminating information on promotion and advocacy. Many belong to JNCL-NCLIS and conduct their own lobbying efforts at the state and local levels on issues impacting language teachers.

What can the overworked teacher do? Every teacher should belong to at least one but preferably several complementary professional associations. As members of these professional associations, teachers can learn more about public relations and advocacy and lend their support to furthering the cause of the study of other languages and cultures. To this end, the profession can and should focus on achievable objectives as well as on goals that go beyond preservation of a program to communicate the critical importance of the most basic of human needs--the need to communicate and cooperate with others in order to survive. In a 1993 keynote address to the Northeast Conference on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, current National Security Advisor Condoleeza Rice offered the following image: 

...if we think of the global village not as a collection of Americans at a conference, but rather as more like an Olympic Village, where people keep their identities, keep their cultures, keep their linguistic distinctions, and where we’re better served if we can communicate, at least with one of them, in a way that they understand and can communicate fully with us, we’re all going to be a lot better off. Not for utilitarian and commercial reasons but because as Americans, leaders of what we still think of as the free world, it is very important for us, morally, politically, culturally, to make that try (1993, p. 36). 

The leaders of the professional organizations urge every teacher to share the experience of a successful program, work to strengthen an already sound program with effective promotion, expand a fledgling program, and, most importantly, to save an endangered language program.

Language teachers are faced with a dilemma. While there is currently increased public attention focused on the study of other languages, the realities of tight budgets and teacher shortages mean that the existence of many programs is repeatedly called into question. As Ransford states: “You cannot wait for someone else to fight your battles for you. If you believe in the cause, do not sit there hoping someone else will take care of it...and never listen to those who say ‘It is a done deal’” (2001, p. 19). Promotion of the study of other languages within the school community and effective advocacy to policymakers and decision-makers will almost always not only ensure a program’s survival but help it flourish. Local, state, regional, and national professional associations can offer valuable resources, advice, and support in these crucial activities.

LIST OF SELECTED WEB SITES

American Association of Teachers of French: <www.frenchteachers.org>

American Association of Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese: <www.aatsp.org>

American Association of Teachers of German: <www.aatg.org>

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages: <www.actfl.org>



Central States Conference: <www.centralstates.cc>

Joint National Committee for Languages-National Council for Languages and International Studies: <www.languagepolicy.org>

Modern Language Association: <www.mla.org>

National Board for Professional Teacher Standards: <www.nbpts.org>


Northeast Conference on Language Teaching: <www.nectfl.org>
Pacific Northwest Council on Foreign Languages: <pncfl.wordpress.com>

Southern Conference on Language Teaching: <www.scolt.org>

Southwest Conference on Language Teaching: <www.swcolt.org>
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