
A: There is no doubt that learning foreign languages is critical for our nation’s 
students, and for a variety of reasons. Foreign language skills contribute to our 
economic competitiveness and national security, and to solving global challenges 
in areas like health and the environment. In addition, studies have shown that 
students who learn foreign languages in school actually realize other cognitive 
benefits that can make a difference in their academic performance. 

  So I am a proponent of language learning and exchange programs, both for 
K–12 students and teachers, as well as university students and their professors. 
During my short tenure at the Department of Education, I have had the privilege 
to meet with many countries’ education ministers and/or ambassadors. Already, 
the department has agreed to promote language learning and exchange programs 
between the United States and other countries as diverse as China and Mexico. 
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Secretary Duncan, on behalf of the members of the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, we thank you for your willing-
ness to speak with us today on current issues concerning foreign languages and their role in the agenda of the Obama Administration.

    



A: I know that Secretary Clinton and I look forward to working with one another on 
these issues. And, as Secretary of Education, I also look forward to using my official 
position to promote foreign language study and to pursuing relevant legislative op-
portunities, particularly through the reauthorization of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act. As you well know, the recently reauthorized Higher Education 
Act provides us with some opportunities as well.

A: The Higher Education Act passed this summer did provide authority for a Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of International Education. However, at this point in time, the 
Department will not seek a separate Assistant Secretary position. I am concerned that 
creating an Assistant Secretary position could stovepipe our international activities 
in a manner that does not consider what’s going on with the rest of the department 
from a policy and programmatic standpoint. Our administration has a vision and 
a plan for moving forward in education. A cross-cutting function like international 
affairs should not be fashioned into a silo on its own. Already, Dr. Marshall Smith, 
who was Under Secretary during the Clinton Administration and is now serving 
as my Senior Counselor, has convened the Department’s International Education 
Coordinating Committee to stimulate conversations across offices and assist us in the 
development of a comprehensive strategy for the international activities and func-
tions. In addition, his team is reaching out to well-known practitioners and experts 
in the field (like ACTFL) with key questions to help set priorities for our strategy. 
This strategy will be used for decision-making related to the budget and programs.

A: As you know, the Department of Education does not have responsibility for this 
program. However, my staff has spoken to counterparts at the Office of the Director 
of National Intelligence and other agencies about the need for NSLI partners to 
move forward in a cooperative manner on the programs and activities in each of our 
portfolios. Hopefully, as all our agencies become more fully staffed, that can happen 
sooner rather than later.
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A: The importance of critical languages to both national security and economic 
competitiveness will likely remain with us for the foreseeable future. However, 
neither the Department nor the Congress wants to see a phasing out of traditional 
language programs. It’s clear that learning a foreign language—any language, 
whether it’s considered critical or traditional—contributes to students’ academic 
success, helps learners gain a better understanding of their native language, and 
proves useful in future career pursuits. 

  I should add that, regardless of the target language, I also think it’s important 
to highlight the value of heritage language speakers in our schools and commu-
nities. And, to the extent that it’s possible, it makes sense to develop academic 
fluency in students’ home languages. In my role as Secretary, I look forward to 
promoting the importance of foreign language learning for all students, from 
preschool through postsecondary and continuing education.

A: While the previous administration placed a focus on the learning of critical foreign 
languages, the Department of Education’s main program to fund K–12 programs, 
the Foreign Language Assistance Program (FLAP), was zero funded for several 
years. In the process of the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, I think you will see the Department of Education putting more 
emphasis on the importance of foreign languages through increased funding.

A: Education is the civil rights issue of our generation in that every single child 
deserves the very best education possible, and it’s our job to give it to them. Ulti-
mately, the promise of education is that, if you work hard, you can go anywhere. 
Just look at Barack and Michelle Obama. Both came from humble backgrounds 
but rose to where there are today because of education.

  Within the broader context of ensuring a quality education for every stu-
dent, international education and foreign language study are vital to giving those 
students full access to the world around them, a world that we all know is getting 
smaller every year. By better understanding, and being able to communicate 
effectively with, their peers around the world, U.S. students and the nation as a 
whole will face a brighter future. 
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A: The priorities for the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) are:
 

assessments;

time, use of technology, preparation for college, and school modernization. 

  However, the Invest in What Works and Innovation fund provides $650 million 
in competitive grants to LEAs and non-profits that have made significant gains in 
closing achievement gaps to be models of best practices. It would certainly be pos-
sible to include models where foreign language instruction and international educa-
tion strategies were employed. 
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