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Introduction 
As countries around the world teach their students multiple languages in public schools to 

keep them culturally savvy, American students primarily only speak one language. When visiting 
another country, most people speak english as a second language as well as their native one. 
When international tourists visit the United States, Americans are rarely able to offer any help 
due to the language barrier. Compared to other countries, we are not very culturally diverse with 
our foreign language curriculum. Some schools may not offer the opportunity to take language 
classes, only certain languages are offered, or a language is not a school requirement.  

In order to make a change within our society with the exposure to various languages, 
several changes have to be made. On different levels, there are challenges faced in achieving 
diversity among our student population. Individual students have an impact on the language they 
want to study. Instead of learning to satisfy a school requirement, learning a language that 
interests you as an individual will be most meaningful. Within the local area, schools have to 
decide how they, as one system, want to approach education of foreign languages. Our 
government as a whole, can become involved in globalizing the curriculum requirements. 
Challenges will be faced as we are working to make a difference on our school system as a 
whole. This is the goal to impact each student as an individual, while also altering school 
systems for America.  
 
Current Situation 

In Europe, 92% of students are currently learning a foreign 
language in school and usually begin learning between the ages of six and 
nine. Most European countries have federal requirements for studying a 
foreign language, with 20 of those countries requiring the study of at least 
two foreign languages (Devlin). The statistics here in the United States are 
very different. Currently in the United States, only 20% of students are 
learning a foreign language in school, and only ten states and Washington 
D.C. have specified language requirements for foreign language education 
(Devlin). Most students begin learning a language in middle school or later. 
In 2008, around 93% of United States high schools offered a foreign 
language (Freidman), and currently, 58% of middle schools and 25% of 
elementary schools offer a foreign language (Stein-Smith). This is a sharp 
decrease from the 75% of middle schools and 31% of elementary schools 
offering a foreign language in 1997 (Stein-Smith). These numbers are 
much lower than those of European countries, which is surprising since the 
United States is similar to them in many other ways. Why is this specific 
aspect different?                                                                                                              Figure 0.1 
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American culture has a history of reluctance to learning new languages, most likely 
because English is one of the most spoken languages around the world, but despite being so 
commonplace, 75% of the world’s population does not speak English (Stein-Smith). Many 
Americans also do not believe that learning a foreign language is a necessity. Only 36% of 
Americans think that learning a foreign language would be useful for work in today’s economy 
(Devlin); however, one in five jobs have aspects that deal with international trade, and the 
language education industry currently employs over 200,000 Americans (Freidman). Even 
though so many jobs require a foreign language, less than 1% of Americans have remained fluent 
in a foreign language studied in school (Freidman). Even some of the workers that need language 
skills the most are lacking in them as one in four Foreign Service Officers working in diplomacy 
do not meet the language requirements for their job (Stein-Smith). 

Despite the foreign language education in public schools decreasing, the amount of 
people who speak a language other than English at home has increased. In 2000, 17.9% of 
people spoke a second language at home, but in 2011, it had increased to 20.8% (US Census 
Bureau). The amount of people speaking a second language has increased, but public foreign 
language education continues to fall in quality and quantity. 

A factor that also must be considered is foreign language education’s personal usefulness 
to each person across America. Some people will use a foreign language frequently in their job, 
while others will never use them at all. This must be weighed when making decisions on foreign 
language education. Not everyone will need to take a foreign language for their future career, but 
the usefulness of knowing a foreign language cannot be ignored either. Should foreign languages 
be a requirement of all students? Should students and schools make their own decisions? 

Framework for Deliberation  
This issue guide examines three methods to how to approach the foreign languages taught in 
American public schools. Through this deliberation event, we will discuss as a group the options 
we have come up with and encourage your opinions. 

- Approach One proposes that schools should make their own decisions on how to 
approach foreign languages. 

- Approach Two suggests that the government should be involved in making the 
American school system more globally focused. 

- Approach Three allows students to advocate for if or when they choose to study a 
foreign language rather than a school requirement. 

At this event, we hope to discuss how to approach the differences of language requirements in 
American school systems with these three different approaches. We appreciate your participation 
in our discussion and value your opinion. 
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Approach One: Self Determination of Independence 
The first approach for the deliberation around how public schools should tackle foreign 

language education is as follows: At the school level, let schools make their own choices as to 
how to prepare students. This approach encompasses the value of independence within the 
American society, and could alleviate some of the problems in a current system that create unfair 
environments in some public schools. Allowing public schools to decide their foreign language 
curriculum for their students could possibly be part of the approach to solving language barriers, 
and foreign languages’ roles in the world. Learning a language has been shown to benefit 
students in some manners. As the study done on language immersion programs in Kansas City, 
Missouri, states, second language learners “have improved test scores, are able to think 
divergently, achieve in their first language, and attract and maintain parent involvement” (Cade, 
1997). There seems to be benefits to developing a solid core of multilinguality. Yet, are there 
truly only positives to learning languages? In addition, is allowing public schools to make their 
own decisions the correct approach? There are various positives and negatives that could be 
discussed around the approach. Detailing the necessity of foreign language education in some 
areas may be different than others.  

The geography of the United States is 
extremely diverse throughout the country. 
Whether it be language spoken, or culture, 
each individual state differs in many places. 
Schools mainly teach languages based on the 
area that they are in, and the languages that are 
spoken in their general vicinity. For example, 
a state like Maine, located near Canada, would 
place a focus on a different language than a 
state like New Mexico. Because of these 
differences geographically, giving schools the ability 
to implement their own rules would allow for a more 
productive language program because of the 
practicality of the languages that are being used.  A 
more practical language implementation is a benefit, 
but a tradeoff could be that some areas “miss out” on 
other languages. 

Every public school in the United States is 
battling different circumstances. One large factor 
that differs between schools is their funding per 
student. Funding levels could affect the ability to 
provide various levels of foreign language education. 
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For example, even schools within a state have large differences in funding levels. As seen in 
Figure 1.3, the funding levels across different public schools within the state of Connecticut can 
vary up to and more than $10,000 per pupil (Semuels, 2016). The difference in funding could 
affect foreign language programs within the public schools. Expecting two schools to fund the 
same amount and level of foreign 
language could be difficult. However, 
there could be solutions in regards to 
funding if looked at the national level 
with the government. In Approach 1, a 
tradeoff of allowing public schools to 
decide on their own foreign language 
requirements and education is that the 
equality of foreign language education could be greatly dispersed. 

Other circumstances may affect public schools in addition to funding. Some areas could 
argue that learning a foreign language should not be a requirement for their students. Looking at 
the city of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania and its public school, the English comprehension and 
reading levels are alarming. Only 17% of students at Harrisburg High School obtained a 
proficient level of reading, as indicated by the latest US News report (US News & World Report, 
2019). With the large majority of students obtaining basic or below basic levels, a question can 
be raised on the importance of learning a foreign language. 

College requirements are the main reasons why public schools create requirements for 
their students. Foreign language is a huge emphasis 
for many colleges around the country and public 
schools do their best to focus their programs on those 
specific requirements. Based on a stat by the 
Washington Post, 58% of students go to school within 
100 miles of where they grew up and 72% go to an 
instate school (Chokshi, 2014). Individual public 
schools would be able to use data based on which 
colleges a majority of their students are going to and 
then can shape their own programs accordingly. On 

the other hand, public schools implementing their own systems could create an argument that 
some schools are not offering the same opportunity for each student.  

Recently, many colleges have begun dropping certain foreign language programs. From 
2013-2016 alone, over 650 programs were cut (Engle, 2019). This information could be used by 
public schools to base their own foreign language programs with the surrounding colleges where, 
statistically, a majority of their graduates attend.  

The decisions to support and value forgeign language studies should be made using the 
independence of local communities due to the varying influence of geographical location, 
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funding, circumstances, and college requirements. Throughout the country, and even in singular 
states the value of learning a foreign language are vastly different because of where they are 
located. A town in the southwest of the United States must emphasize foreign language 
development more so that a town in the midwest since these students will likely be immersed in 
another language throughout their life. According to North American Moving Services, 72% of 
Americans live either in or close to the town or city that they grew up in. In relation to 
geographic location, comes fluctuating academic situations. A school’s proficiency in english 
may be double the proficiency of a school 20 miles away. This gap in academic success ties into 
a direction correlation with funding. The schools who receive more funding have better test 
scores where schools with less funding have lower scores. In addition, college requirements have 
played a huge role in how high school’s value foreign language. In order for high school students 
to optimize their scholarly values, we must place emphasis into what they value, not what 
outside influences value. Overall, it comes down to: Should we place students under the same 
roof of academic values when their needs, funding, and geographic circumstances are so 
different.  

 
Chart 1: 

Actions Benefits Trade Offs 

Independent Funding Funding can be allocated where 
schools believe is best used 

Could miss out on nationwide 
funding  

Foreign language programs based 
on location 

Schools can choose which language 
to teach based on geographic 
location, other circumstances 

Possible shrinkage of some foreign 
languages taught in America 

Schools make decisions for 
betterment of their own students 

Local students can prioritize 
English if needed, or expand 
knowledge of other languages 

Students may be losing the boost of 
memory and other cognitive skills 
that learning a foreign language 
provides 
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Approach Two: Make a National Curriculum With a Global Focus 
 
American students do not have a standardized language education. 
Some students are exposed to multiple languages at young ages, 
while others do not pick a language until middle school, if at all. 
Then, in high school and college, most American students end their 
language education because they have fulfilled their minimum 
requirements. But in doing so, students put themselves at a 
disadvantage. Without knowledge of other languages or cultures, 
students do not have the skills to transfer into other countries or 
economies. This limits American students from getting an 
education or taking a job in a non-English speaking country. With 
so few countries identifying English as their main language--50 
countries, to be exact--American students are not competitive, nor 
are they prioritizing equality or American progress on the world 
stage. 

 
Figure 2.1 

 
Compared to European countries, American students are far behind. Europe requires all 

students to learn one language different than their native one (Devlin). Beyond that, it is 
mandatory for European students to take another foreign language for at least one year (Devlin). 
According to a report published by Eurostat in 2012, learning multiple languages is 
advantageous to European students because it gives them “cross-border mobility” (Vasiliou and 
Semeta). Though American students can travel across state lines and speak the same language, 
their inability to speak multiple languages decreases their international awareness and flexibility. 

Without adequate language education, 
American students will not be involved in 
global issues, which will not help the United 
States be competitive or progressive amongst 
other countries. 
 
Figure 2.2 
 
Like Europe, the United States houses many 
immigrant families who do not speak English. 
The United States has not declared English as 
the official language as a means to promote 
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equality. However, more than half of states have six-percent or more of students qualifying as 
English Language Learners (NCES). A majority of those students speak Spanish at home 
(NCES). Mandating American students to learn Spanish will equalize students because they will 
all be able to communicate with one another. And, to make American students competitive on 
the world scale, the United States government can require a second language be taken for at least 
a year like European countries do. 

To make a change as large as this, it would take actions from the federal government. The 
government can implement language education through a national curriculum, such as an 
International Baccalaureate (IB) program. This program has already exploded within the US for 
its interest in introducing students to other cultures and languages starting in Kindergarten. If not 
an IB program, the federal government can institute a national curriculum that enforces the more 

extensive language education with a global and 
multicultural awareness.  
 
Figure 2.3 
 
With the implementation of this outlook, 
students will benefit socially, professionally, 
and culturally. The scope of their social 
spheres will greatly increase, making it 
possible for these students to connect with 
people from across the world in languages 
other than English. Moreover, it’s been 

observed that the ability to speak more than one language grants a person increased social 
awareness and a greater ability to read people and intentions. This cognitive benefit would aid 
students in and out of the classroom, and in their futures will help them both in and out of the 
workplace. In terms of professional benefits, there are several. First and foremost, it improves 
business relations when people can speak to each other face-to-face. It’s also believed that 
speaking multiple languages increases abstract problem-solving skills, a highly sought after trait 
in employees. It also increases cultural sensitivity and understanding, a lifelong benefit that will 
make students (and employees) more well-rounded. These are three fantastic advantages that our 
students can start to learn. 

But learning languages and increasing equality in language education does not happen 
overnight. Though it will be beneficial for students to understand the cultures and languages of 
the world, it can come with some heavy costs for those involved in the educational process. For 
example, states will give up some control over their schools to allow the federal government to 
create a new language education that is standard across all schools. For elementary educators, 
they will have to be able to teach languages to students, which some elementary teachers do not 
have to do now. If language education is prioritized over other subjects, some teachers who teach 
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specialized subjects may lose their jobs or lose some of their pay to support language teachers. 
And, if language education is emphasized beyond other subjects, the pool of teachers will 
become saturated with language educators. In many ways, these administrative struggles hurt the 
students involved. If students are not allowed to have a well-rounded education because of a 
national focus on language education, students will not be prepared for careers that require a 
strong math or science background. And, for many students, they are not interested in learning 
languages beyond a minimum requirement. Language education does not guarantee that all 
students will learn a language. It may be detrimental to a student’s education to focus their 
learning around a subject they have no intent on pursuing. Not only will it discourage students, 
but it will decrease American students’ competitiveness. 

Overall, American students are lacking in their language abilities. But in order to fix this, 
it will take an overhaul of the current language education in public schools. However, this takes 
funding and legislation on the level of the federal government. With a national curriculum, 
students can be guaranteed a better understanding of languages and cultures different to their 
own. They will receive an open-minded perspective on the world while gaining a cultural 
awareness unique to this country. The focus of education is on students and preparing them to 
enter the world. The world, however, is much bigger than just our country. Giving the next 
generation of students the opportunity to learn about those who are different and the tools to 
understand and communicate with those who speak a different language will prepare them for 
the future and teach them the value of progress and equality. 
 
 
Chart 2:  

Action Benefit Trade-Off 

Implement IB curriculum as the 
national education 

Students learn all subjects equally 
with a focus on global and cultural 
awareness. Students begin learning 
multiple languages from a young 
age. Their degrees will be 
transferable to universities 
throughout the world. 

The federal government will take 
away control over education from 
states. Schools cannot individualize 
an education to fit the needs of their 
students or their demographics. 

Implement a national language 
curriculum that only dictates how 
language is taught in schools 

Students will learn languages based 
on where their school district is and 
the languages important to them. 
All students will know languages 
confidently. Students will begin 
learning languages at a young age. 
Language education will be 
standardized to prepare students for 
higher education. 

It will be up to teachers to fulfill the 
curriculum requirements. This may 
lead to more standardized testing 
and less time spent on other 
subjects. Not all teachers can teach 
other languages so it may saturate 
the education system with teachers 
who can speak other languages. 
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Approach Three: 
In the modern scholastic era students feel disinterested and out-of-control when it comes 

to the contents of their learning. This lack of engagement with course work, specifically in 
regards to foriegn language classes, has caused a foriegn language crisis in America. According 
to the 2017 International and Foreign Language Education Overview released by the Department 
of Education, “90 percent of Americans don’t speak a 
second language.” Yet, 75 percent of the world doesn’t 
speak English, and “one in five American jobs is tied to 
international trade.” There is an obvious disparity that seems 
to be stemming from inadequate foriegn language 
curriculum in American public schools. Only 20 percent of 
American public schools students study a foreign language 
anywhere between the grade levels: K-12 (American 
Council for International Education, 2017). American 
schools are far behind European schools, which, according 
to Eurostat, have a foreign language learning rate of at least 
80%, with 15 of those reaching 90% or more of students 
enrolled in language courses. It is brutally obvious that there 
is a pressing issue that needs to be addressed.  

In approaching this problem, it is imperative to note 
the importance of giving students the opportunity to take 
control of their education. We are all well aware that we are 
far less likely to be engaged in a learning environment that 
we feel that we are forced to participate in. Hence, students 
must have the ability to choose (with parental instruction) if 
they will participate in learning a foriengn language, and if 
so, which one. This will enable students to meaningfully and 
purposefully immerse themselves in the learning of a foreign 
language through realizing its importance in the grander 
scale of things. However, before students are given this right 
they must be properly informed. Schools should emphasize 
the importance of learning a second language to their 
students. This should be done through illustrating the 
benefits that will follow from doing as such. These include  

Figure 3.1 
(but are not limited by): having stronger community ties, future career advantages, the 

ability to explore foriegn cultural and religious ideas, etc.  
Concerning the direct costs of our approach, we believe that this would be based on an 

individual school basis. Each school already comes to the table with different languages provided 
and varying staff, so the addition of new languages would depend on the prerequisites of that 
specific school. Adding these new language classes would be extremely beneficial to the 
students, as they will be able to embark on a personal language endeavor, and be more excited to 
learn and be present in class. For example, if one school were to already have five or more 
languages available, their direct costs may be little to zero, as they already have so much 
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available for the students to be independent. The only change that would need to be implemented 
for a school in this situation would be allowing the student to have more independence 
considering their choice of language and how long that take it for. If a school were to only have, 
for example, Spanish and French available, they are more likely to have a lot more direct costs in 
order to accomplish the goal of our approach. They would need to consider hiring more staff that 
specialize in particular languages, textbooks that accompany that language and any other 
resources needed to teach the class (classroom availability etc.). Overall the direct costs will 
change for each school and could vary greatly, so it may be more challenging for schools with 
lesser resources to accomplish this goal. It is important to mention the direct benefits of our 
approach to ensure that these direct costs are seen as necessary. School is commonly described as 
boring by many students, and specifically in the New York Times as  “School is boring due to 
many factors. The school system is meant to prepare us for possible future careers but the 
over-exaggeration of the importance of our test scores and major core concept grades.” Language 
classes bring culture and something different to the classroom environment, ensuring a more 
positive energy that will engage students. In fact, the table below shows many statistics that 
express the positive outcomes of taking language classes.  

 
 

 
Figure 3.2 

 
Students enjoy many aspects of language classes, which is why it is so important to encourage 
this admiration and inspire other students to learn more about it. Having more languages 
available will create a more culturally educated school environment that encourages acceptance, 
whether it be through culture, language, race, religion, etc. This would overall benefit not only 
the students but the school itself.  
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Chart 3: 
Actions Benefits Trade-Offs 

Giving students the liberty to 
choose whether or not they would 
like to take a foreign language. 

Only the motivated students will 
take the language classes, causing a 
higher retention rate and generally 
increasing the quality of the classes.  

Students may make a decision that 
they will regret later. Additionally, 
more students may opt out of these 
classes then expected, making the 
classes very small and the funding 
more expensive. 

Allowing students to choose what 
foreign language they would like to 
pursue.  

Allows students to have a personal 
connection with the language that 
they took because students will pick 
languages that interest or have some 
utility to them in their lives outside 
the classroom.  

There will be a varied number of 
students in different language 
classes, some will be very large and 
some very small. Therefore, the 
funding is most likely going to go 
to the larger classes rather than the 
smaller ones, causing an 
inconsistency in the quality of 
education across the classes.  

Providing all students with  basic 
background knowledge about all of 
the languages that the school 
provides.  

Students will be able to make 
educated decisions on the language 
they choose to indulge in (granted 
that they choose to take one in the 
first place).  

Growing the foriegn language 
departments at schools may very 
well mean taking away resources 
from other departments that have 
predated it.  

 

 
Conclusion:  

After this deliberation, we have discussed three options on how to approach foreign 
language curriculums in American public schools to combat our language barriers. Languages 
taught in schools can be up to the individual, to the government, or to the schools itself in hopes 
to increase the diversity of our students. Communication is one of the most powerful tools we 
have and if we do not challenge the set foriegn language requirements in America, we decrease 
the ability to communicate with others.  

Approach one advocates for the schools as an individual system. This approach believes 
schools should be able to decide their own curriculum. This will benefit students in specific 
locations in America to communicate with nearby countries. In approach two, we stated that the 
government should make public schools more standardized so all students get the same 
education. This could benefit students in low income areas that school wouldn’t offer foreign 
language. Standardizing languages across the country will help all students feel unified in their 
education, but this comes with the cost of government control on school systems. We also have 
to consider the challenge of not being offered as many diverse languages. Approach three think 
that students should be able to choose what language they wish to study, making them more 
motivated to learn the language. This will allow them to be more connected to the language of 
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their choosing, however, this could cause a lack of funding in other school subjects when 
offering so many languages to students.  

As each approach summarized today has benefits and challenges, we hope to advocate 
ways to get more languages taught in schools. Each approach we have analyzed has their own 
benefits and costs. A question we have to consider is “Are the benefits worth the tradeoffs?”  

 
 

Chart 4: 

Approach One: Self 
Determination of 

Independence 

Approach Two: Progress Approach Three: 
Individuality 

Pros:  
- Funding can go to 

where the school sees 
fit 

- Schools can choose 
what languages are 
taught based on 
geographic location 

- Students can expand 
knowledge on other 
languages 

Pros: 
- Students will learn 

with cultural 
awareness 

- Learn language 
starting at a young age 

- Degrees will be 
worldwide 

- Requirements of 
language will be 
standardized to help 
students attain a 
higher education 

Pros: 
- Only motivated 

students will want to 
learn the language, 
making classes more 
beneficial 

- Allows students to 
have a personal 
connection to a 
language of their 
choosing 

- Students can make 
their own decisions 

Cons: 
- Schools could not get 

government funding 
- Some popular 

languages may not be 
taught due to location 

Cons: 
- Federal Governments 

will take over school 
systems regarding 
curriculum 

- Schools can not 
individualize their 
education 

- Teachers will have to 
fulfill requirements 
put by the government 
which may lead to 
more testing 

Cons: 
- Students will make a 

decision they will 
regret later 

- Less funding 
- Small class sizes 
- Varied number of 

students in different 
languages 

- Resources could be 
taken from other 
school subjects when 
offering an abundance 
of languages taught in 
schools 
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