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Section 1: Building Educational Capacity

tening comprehension, speaking, reading com-
prehension, and writing—up to and including 
the ability to live and work abroad. Each skill 
set and level of ability is valuable, useful, and 
deserving of encouragement. The ultimate goal 
of any coordinated effort to improve language 
learning—for students, parents, school districts, 
states, and the nation as a whole—should not 
be a standardized pursuit of a particular level 
of competency, but rather improved access to 
language education for all U.S. citizens, irrespec-
tive of geography, ethnicity, or socioeconomic 

background. As children prove espe-
cially receptive to language edu-

cation—they spend much of 
their time in educational 

settings and can develop 
language skills gradu-

ally throughout their 
lives—it is critical that 
language education 
begin at the earliest 
possible moment in 

the educational con-
tinuum. Therefore, this 

overarching goal can be 
expressed more specifically as 

a desire to see every school in the 
nation offer meaningful instruction 

in world and/or Native American languages 
as part of their standard curricula. Across the 
nation, there has been a significant decline in the 
number of middle schools offering world lan-
guages: from 75 percent in 1997 to 58 percent in 
2008.32 Over the same period, there was a 6 per-
cent decline in the number of elementary schools 
that taught languages other than English, from 31 
percent to 25 percent; the outlook is particularly 
bleak in the nation’s public elementary schools, 
only 15 percent of which offered a program for 

According to the most recent data on language 
learning in the European Union, 66 percent of 
all European adults report having some knowl-
edge of more than one language.29 The share 
of U.S. adults who report similar knowledge is 
closer to 20 percent, and very few speak, read, 
or write proficiently in a second language.30 An 
estimated 300–400 million Chinese students 
are now learning English, compared with about 
200,000 U.S. students currently studying Chi-
nese.31 The geographical and historical circum-
stances in the United States are, of course, very 
different (as is the relative ease of mastering the 
twenty-six-character English alpha-
bet), and the pressure to learn 
a second language is cer-
tainly less persistent in 
an English-speaking 
nation. China’s com-
mitment to English 
suggests that it has 
and will continue to 
have a special status 
among world lan-
guages, a status that 
gives the United States 
a competitive advantage 
in certain aspects of global 
trade and international exchange. 
But the wide disparity between the European 
or Chinese approach to languages and the U.S. 
approach suggests that we, as a nation, are lag-
ging in the development of a critical twenty- 
first-century skill—and that we risk being left 
out of any conversation that does not take place 
in English. We can and should teach more lan-
guages to more people. 

Functional ability in a second language comes in 
many forms and a range of skills, including lis-

The ultimate goal 
of any coordinated 

effort to improve language 
learning—for students, parents, 
school districts, states, and the 

nation as a whole—should not be a 
standardized pursuit of a particular 
level of competency, but improved 
access to language education for 

all U.S. citizens, irrespective 
of geography, ethnicity, 

or socioeconomic 
background. 
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languages other than English, compared with 
more than 50 percent of private elementary 
schools.33 This disparity of access and opportu-
nity, mirroring other forms of systemic inequal-
ity, must be addressed immediately, beginning 
with a recommitment by school administrators 
at public institutions in particular. Before- and 
after-school enrichment programs can be a use-
ful supplement to classroom learning, and this 
Commission encourages the development of 
more programs through public-private part-
nerships and enhanced collaboration between 

schools and local communities. But the only way 
to ensure that every child has access is for every 
public school to offer language education as part 
of its standard course of instruction.

This is a tall order. School curricula are already 
overloaded and, over the past decade, stem 
(science, technology, engineering, and math) 
education has been a national priority; but 
language must be seen as complementary to, 
rather than as competing with, stem. But 
even if language learning becomes a national 
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priority parallel to the emphasis on stem 
education, we do not have enough certified 
language teachers at any level to meet the 
demand. According to the U.S. Department of 
Education, forty-four states and the District of 
Columbia currently report a shortage of qual-
ified k–12 language and/or bilingual teachers 
for the 2016–2017 school year.34 Indeed, more 
states report a teacher shortage in languages 
than in any other subject. And since this count 
depends entirely on the states’ self-reporting, 
the shortage may be even more significant 
than it appears. 

This workforce issue is further complicated 
by a misalignment between the current infra-
structure for language education and the 
emerging science of language acquisition. 
Language instruction in the United States 
typically begins in middle school or high 
school—a practice that ignores young learn-
ers when they are most receptive—when they 
have time to devote to their studies, when 
they are already in school and engaged in 
learning activities, and when they have a 
much longer timeline for developing their 
skills before they reach adulthood. Language 
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instruction should therefore begin much 
sooner in U.S. schools, even as early as pre-
school. The structural challenges to such 
an adjustment are significant, including the 
need for system-wide staffing and curricular 
changes, but the benefits would be immediate 
and far-reaching. 

Digital technologies can help address at least 
some of these challenges. Blended learn-
ing models, through which students receive 
some part of their curriculum digitally—often 
through practice exercises, video, or interactive 
games—are particularly beneficial in commu-
nities with a short supply of language teachers.  

Percent Enrolled
30 to 51.2 (9 states)
21 to 29.9 (7)
17 to 20.9 (15)
13 to 16.9 (12)
Less than 13 (8)

SOURCE: American Councils for International Education, American Council on the Teaching for Foreign Languages, 
Center for Applied Linguistics, and Modern Language Association, The National K–16 Foreign Language Enrollment 
Report 2014–15 (Washington, D.C.: American Councils for International Education, 2016), http://www.americancouncils 
.org/national-k-16-foreign-language-enrollment-report. Statistics on European students from Eurostats, “Foreign Lan-
guage Learning Statistics,” September 2016, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7662394/3-23092016 
-AP-EN.pdf/57d3442c-7250-4aae-8844-c2130eba8e0e. 

Share of All K–12 Students Enrolled in Language Courses  
Other than English, by State, 2014–2015
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Young children have proven especially respon-
sive to programs that alternate between per-
sonal instruction and online enrichment.35 By 
creating international exchanges over Face-
book and Instagram, and even direct commu-
nication with students in other countries over 
Skype, many k–12 teachers have incorporated 
social media into their lesson plans as a way 
to explore other countries without having to 
travel. In addition, an emerging category of lan-

guage apps for computers and smartphones—
Lingua.ly, Quizlet, Memrise, Duolingo, and 
GraphoGame, for example—are introducing 
world languages to students on their own 
time. These apps are a promising gateway for 
learners of all ages and an exciting new subject 
for research about the efficacy of technological 
innovation in language instruction.

Over the coming decades, progress in lan-
guage education will continue to be influ-
enced by advances in technology and research 
including: 

  Artificial intelligence and deep learning, 
through which computers process multiple 
layers of data;
   “Big data” solutions to learning and 
instruction;
   Translation assistance;
   Cognitive technologies that mirror human 
processes, like speech recognition and nat-
ural language processing;
  Human-systems interface design, which gov-
ern the ways humans and machines interact;
   Systems for gestural, eye movement, and 
audio-visual (including facial) recognition;
   Low-cost microphone arrays and noise 
reduction circuitry for improved voice rec-
ognition; and
  The localization of speech in noisy, real-
world environments. 

Apple’s Siri, Amazon Echo, Google Home, and 
ibm’s Watson already combine many of these 
technologies, and we can expect more advance-
ments and improvements in the near future. 
Critical to all of these developments will be 
our continued support for research—already 
underway on university campuses and in labo-

A Note about Data
Many states already collect data about math 
and science enrollments for K–12 education 
in order to better understand and manage 
which students have access to subject matter 
within public academic settings. In response 
to national surveys and direct requests, 
some states can provide data about lan-
guage learning, but there is no mandate for 
the consistent collection and maintenance 
of such data, as there often is in other disci-
plines. State and federal policy-makers could 
develop more informed educational and cur-
ricular goals for language learning if:

   Data were collected at scheduled inter-
vals, allowing for closer monitoring of total 
enrollment and the distribution of enroll-
ment among languages and grade levels; 
and/or

   Collection were standardized across 
states to provide a greater understanding 
of the state of language learning across 
the nation. 

Such data collection efforts could yield 
important information about student demo-
graphics, teacher qualifications and expertise, 
and the types of instruction available around 
the nation. It might also help inform the devel-
opment of student performance metrics.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY

12 Commission on Language Learning



ratories across the nation—in a variety of areas, 
including linguistics, education, second lan-
guage acquisition, computer science and artifi-
cial intelligence, cognitive science, and electrical 
engineering. 

Such technology should play a supportive role 
and can even be a motivating factor in encour-
aging more people to learn more languages. 
In many ways, there have never been more 
available options for pursuing a second lan-
guage. But technology should not be seen as a 
replacement for the sound principles of second 
language acquisition. Any successful program 
in language education requires at least some 
direct communication with a qualified instruc-
tor who can teach complicated concepts like 
context, speaker intent, and shades of mean-
ing. Each state should therefore commit to 
increase the number of language teachers in 
p–12 education so that every child in every 
state has the opportunity to learn a language 
other than English in an academic setting, 
whether the child is experiencing a second lan-
guage for the first time, mastering a language 
he or she already speaks at home, or attending 
a school taught in a Native American language. 

Given the dearth of available data about lan-
guage instruction at the state level, it is difficult to 
assess the exact size of the national teacher short-
age. Forty-four states report that they cannot 
find enough qualified teachers to meet current 
needs, but record-keeping has been regret-
tably imprecise, in part because every school 
district in the nation responds to the teacher 
shortage in its own way (by cutting classes, by 
combining classes, by contracting before- or 
after-school enrichment programs, to name 
a few). We do not have sufficient information  

The Cognitive Benefits 
of Language Learning
Recent studies have suggested that lan-
guage learners derive myriad secondary 
benefits from language instruction. 

   The September 2013 issue of the Journal 
of Experimental Child Psychology ana-
lyzed two studies that found that bilingual 
children have stronger working memory—
the ability to retain and manipulate distinct 
pieces of information over short periods 
of time—than do monolingual children.36

   A 2013 assessment of the Utah Dual Lan-
guage Immersion program showed that 
children in the program gained improved 
memory and attention, problem-solving 
capabilities, primary-language compre-
hension, and ability to empathize with 
other cultures and people.37

   A study in the September 2009 issue of 
Cognition showed that bilingual children 
have greater executive functioning—
focus, planning, prioritization, multitasking 
—than monolingual children.38 

   A 2015 study published by researchers 
from the University of Chicago in Psy-
chological Science showed that “multi-
lingual exposure may promote effective 
communication by enhancing perspec-
tive taking,” a fundamental component of 
empathy.39

   A 2007 study published in Neuropsycho-
logia suggests that bilingual patients at a 
memory clinic presented dementia symp-
toms four years later, on average, than 
their monolingual counterparts. A similar 
study in Neurology found that bilingual-
ism delayed the onset of Alzheimer’s 
disease.40

Scientists are just beginning to study the 
cognitive benefits of language learning. 
Continued support for research will help to 
verify these benefits and identify the most 
promising directions to pursue.41
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about these district-level responses to attach a 
specific number to the national teacher short-
age, and encourage any study that advances our 
knowledge of its size and scope. Nevertheless, 
we can infer from current hiring initiatives that 
the need is great and can only be met through 
a series of efforts involving federal, state, and 
local cooperation as well as international part-
ners and new incentives. The Dallas Indepen-
dent School District adds a $3,000 annual 
stipend to a typical teacher salary to attract new 
multilingual teachers, and hires as many as five 
hundred bilingual teachers each year.42 Presi-

dent Barack Obama’s 1 Million Strong initiative, 
a partnership with Chinese president Xi Jinping 
to expand the number of U.S. k–12 students 
learning Mandarin Chinese to one million, 
includes a goal of recruiting and certifying five 
thousand new teachers by 2020.43 U.S. main-
land schools recruited almost sixteen thousand 
teachers from Puerto Rico between 2008 and 
2013.44 And these numbers only begin to out-
line the scope of the national need.

Nevertheless, several efforts that are already 
underway, including state-level language ini-
tiatives in Utah and Delaware, have proven 
that it is possible to focus on language learning 
as an educational priority. More states should 
follow their lead.

Drawing on decades of innovation in world 
language education in Europe, Asia, and the 
United States, as well as the long history of fed-
erally mandated language education efforts for 
children who do not speak English, the Utah 
state senate passed the International Educa-
tion Initiative in 2008.45 The Initiative made 
funding available for dual language immer-
sion in Chinese, French, Spanish, and, a few 
years later, Russian and Portuguese. At the 
same time, Governor Jon Huntsman, Jr., led 
the creation of a k–12 language roadmap for 
Utah to address the needs for language skills in 
business, government, and education. Six years 
later, at least thirty thousand students were 
enrolled in immersion programs (in which 
half the day’s teaching takes place in a language 
other than English), most beginning in the first 
grade.46 The results have been startling: over 80 
percent of students participating in dual lan-
guage immersion programs are functioning in 
their second language by the third grade, and 

The Seal of Biliteracy
The Seal of Biliteracy is an award presented 
by a state department of education or local 
district to recognize a student who has 
attained a state-determined proficiency in 
English and one or more other world lan-
guages by high school graduation. The 
second language can be a native language, 
heritage language, or a language learned in 
school or another setting. The Seal becomes 
part of the student’s high school transcript 
and diploma, a statement of accomplishment 
that helps to signal a student’s readiness for 
career and college, and for engagement as 
a global citizen.

The Seal of Biliteracy program began in 
California, as a collaboration between Cali-
fornians Together and the California Associ-
ation of Bilingual Educators, and guidelines 
for the Seal have been developed jointly by 
the American Council on the Teaching of 
Foreign Languages (ACTFL), the National 
Council of State Supervisors for Languages 
(NCSSFL), the National Association of Bilin-
gual Education (NABE), and the TESOL Inter-
national Association. Twenty-three states 
and the District of Columbia now offer a 
state Seal of Biliteracy. We urge more states 
to adopt the Seal.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY
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the Utah state legislature reports that such stu-
dents appear to score higher on standardized 
tests in English language arts as well as math, 
when compared with students not enrolled in 
dual language immersion programs.47

Following Utah’s success, Delaware became 
the second state to implement dual language 
immersion programs when, in 2011, Governor 
Jack Markell set aside $1.9 million in the state’s 
annual budget for programs in Spanish and 
Mandarin Chinese and set the goal of enrolling 
ten thousand primary and secondary school 
students in these programs by 2022. Indiana, 
Rhode Island, and Virginia have established pilot 
programs.48 California residents have recently 
voted to approve Proposition 58, empowering 
public schools to create bilingual and multilin-
gual programs for the first time since 1998.49 
And the New York City Department of Educa-

tion has committed $980,000 in federal funding 
to thirty-eight new k–12 bilingual programs for 
the 2016–2017 school year, including twenty- 
nine dual language and nine transitional bilin-
gual educational programs, serving more than 
1,200 students.50 Given all of the financial and 
social pressures on such a large, urban school 
district, New York’s commitment is particularly 
noteworthy as affirmation of the need for more 
language education in the twenty-first century, 
and as proof that more is possible even under 
the most challenging circumstances.

These initiatives are models for the rest of the 
nation. But they are not scalable unless schools 
in other parts of the country can find and hire 
enough qualified teachers to teach more students. 

One way to address teacher shortages directly 
is to distribute available talent more effectively. 

The Benefits of Dual Language Immersion
A recent study of students in dual language immersion programs, which controlled for factors such 
as socioeconomic disparity, found that in a randomized selection of students, those who partici-
pated in dual language immersion programs achieved higher English language arts performance 
in dual immersion classes than those who did not. By the time dual language immersion students 
reached the fifth grade, they were an average of seven months ahead in English reading skills 
compared with their peers in nonimmersion classrooms. By the eighth grade, students were a full 
academic year ahead, whether their first language was English or another world language. These 
findings suggest that learning a second language helps students tackle the nuances and complex-
ities of their first language as well.

In many cases, dual language immersion programs are also more cost-effective than other kinds 
of language courses. Rather than adding additional units to an already crowded curriculum, or 
requiring new teachers dedicated only to language instruction, immersion courses incorporate 
language instruction into preexisting coursework (in math, science, reading) and rely on the same 
teachers who teach other subjects.51 However, they also require teachers who can teach a broad 
curriculum in two languages, a challenge, at least in the short-term, for many school districts around 
the country.
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Teachers of languages other than English can be 
found in every corner of the nation, but some 
regions feature more linguistic diversity than 
others, and some may even have a surplus in a 
particular language. In such cases, the incom-
patibility of state certification requirements 
may be preventing the flow of otherwise qual-
ified teachers to regions where they are most 
needed. States should coordinate their creden-
tialing systems so that qualified teachers can 
move to and find work in regions where there 
are significant shortages, without unnecessary 
obstacles. Most states already accept out-of-
state certification and give credit for experi-
ence for language teachers, but not all, and the 
requirements vary greatly among states.52 A 
more streamlined system could greatly enhance 
the national teaching workforce.

But, in the end, the real test of any new effort to 
increase the nation’s capacity in languages will 
depend on our ability to attract more people to 
the teaching profession. Like science, math, and 
English, languages should be considered part 

of a “core curriculum,” and language teachers 
should be valued for their expertise and honored 
for preparing students for life in the twenty- 
first century. They should be considered inte-
gral members of the education system and 
given the same opportunities for professional 
training and advancement as teachers in other 
“core” subject areas. While the nation is build-
ing its language workforce, prospective teachers 
should be offered incentives to choose lan-
guages, including Native American languages, 
as their field of expertise. Currently, in recogni-
tion of the teacher shortage, the Federal Perkins 
Loan program will forgive up to 100 percent 
of a need-based loan for students training to 
become language teachers. But the Depart-
ment of Education offers no such forgiveness 
for Direct Loans, which support undergraduate 
and graduate students irrespective of need.53 
Given the importance of the task before us, 
and the need to attract as many talented and 
enthusiastic language teachers as possible, the 
federal government should consider a more 
ambitious debt forgiveness program.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY

Dana Banks
Deputy Chief of Mission, U.S. Embassy Lomé, Togo

Dana Banks earned her bachelor’s degree in political science from Spelman College and her mas-
ter’s degree in international affairs from the Maxwell School at Syracuse University. A Department 
of State Pickering Fellow and a College Fund Institute for International Public Policy Fellow, she 
studied and interned abroad before joining the Foreign Service in 1999. In addition to her current 
position in Togo, Banks has lived overseas in Tanzania, Haiti, and Thailand while serving various 
roles for the U.S. State Department. She speaks French, Haitian Creole, and Thai.

“My education has greatly aided me in understanding other cultures. . . . I think it’s important for 
Americans to have the knowledge and foreign language skills of other cultures, because the world 
is indeed interconnected through the Internet, through advances in travel and communication—the 
world is moving at a fast pace.”54

16 Commission on Language Learning



Language Consortia in Higher Education
Given the number and diversity of world languages—as well as variations in student interest, the 
availability of faculty, and research capabilities—two- and four-year colleges and universities face a 
significant challenge as they try to provide education in as many languages as possible. A growing 
number are now sharing faculty and resources to make more languages accessible to students:

The Big Ten Academic Alliance, a consortium of 
fourteen universities, uses its distance-learning 
CourseShare program to offer online classes 
in nearly sixty-five less commonly taught lan-
guages, including Uzbek and Dutch, to students 
at all of its member universities.56

The Five College Center for the Study of World 
Languages offers academic year courses in 
less-commonly studied languages for students 
at Amherst, Hampshire, Mount Holyoke, and 
Smith Colleges, and the University of Massa-
chusetts Amherst. Course sessions meet on all 
five campuses and are part of a student’s regu-
lar course load.57 

The Association of Independent Colleges and 
Universities of Rhode Island Language Con-
sortium Program allows students currently 
enrolled in an undergraduate degree program 
at one of Rhode Island’s private institutions of 
higher education to enroll in language courses 
at any of the participating consortium schools in 
those courses that are not offered at their home 
institution.58

The UNC–NC State Language Exchange 
affords students the opportunity to enroll in 
courses (and attend through video conferenc-
ing) at campuses other than their home campus. 

Currently five language-specific exchanges 
exist: Greek-Latin, German, Russian, Portu-
guese, and Spanish. A sixth exchange called 
World Languages has been created to manage 
introductory courses in less commonly taught 
languages.59

The Shared Course Initiative is a collaborative 
arrangement among Columbia, Cornell, and 
Yale to offer via videoconferencing coursework 
in several languages that are not otherwise 
taught on a particular campus. The courses are 
taught “live” by an instructor at one institution; 
students attend a regular class in a designated 
classroom outfitted with videoconferencing 
technology.60

The National Coalition of Native American Lan-
guage Schools and Programs brings together 
programs, public and private schools, tribal 
colleges, and other institutions of higher edu-
cation that teach coursework through Native 
American languages at all levels, with extensive 
connections to other tribal-college and tertiary 
programs supporting education through Native 
American languages. The Coalition supports 
teaching in fifteen states and offers assistance 
to groups seeking to start programs in these 
and other states and American territories.61

In addition, teacher education programs need 
to focus on recruiting more students into this 
specialty. And two- and four-year colleges and 
universities must ensure that future teachers 
—indeed any student who requires or wishes 
to pursue intermediate or advanced proficiency 

in a language—can find the courses they need. 
Language programs were particularly vulnera-
ble during the Great Recession: many adminis-
trators, faced with difficult budgetary decisions, 
sacrificed language courses and requirements 
in order to preserve other disciplines.55 These 
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cuts did not always serve the best interests of 
students, who can reap professional rewards 
for achieving even moderate proficiency in 
a second language.62 Nor do they serve the 
interests of a nation that requires an ever-
larger cadre of bilingual citizens to maintain its 
place in the international community. Rather 
than eliminate programs or requirements, 
two- and four-year colleges and universities 
should find new ways to provide opportuni-
ties for advanced study in languages, through 
a recommitment to language instruction on 
campus, blended learning programs, and the 
development of new regional consortia that 
allow colleges and universities to pool lan-
guage resources.63 Blended learning programs 
and consortia will be particularly important as 

we increase the number of learning opportu-
nities in less commonly taught languages like 
Arabic, Persian, and Korean. Only by main-
taining such offerings in higher education can 
we ensure that we will have the teachers and 
linguistic and cultural experts we need for life 
and work in the twenty-first century.

Some colleges and universities, including Bryn 
Mawr, Princeton, and Yale, have instituted 
mandatory language study for undergrad-
uates. They recognize Advanced Placement 
coursework as a qualification for higher-level 
language courses, rather than an exemption 
from language requirements. Not every college 
or university has the resources to institute such 
a policy immediately, but it is a laudable goal 
and worthy of serious consideration.

In addition, there are particular challenges in 
developing teachers of Native American lan-
guages. Until passage of the nala in 1990, 
there was no official federal policy in support of 
Native American languages, and Native Amer-
ican languages were largely excluded from the 
nation’s classrooms.  As a result, the majority 
of Native American languages are spoken pri-
marily by tribal elders.  Few materials exist to 
teach Native American languages at any level, 
including at the tertiary education level. More 
college programs are needed to develop high 
proficiency in Native American languages 
along with Native American language teacher 
training programs. These might be developed 
through cooperative work among those rel-
atively few universities and colleges, includ-
ing tribal colleges and universities, that teach 
Native American languages.

SECTION 1: BUILDING EDUCATIONAL CAPACITY

Educating Students  
in Native American 
Languages
CASE STUDY: HAWAII
In 1986, there were fewer than fifty children 
under age eighteen proficient in Hawaiian, 
and Native Hawaiian educational achieve-
ment had plummeted. Beginning in 1987, the 
state public schools incorporated children 
and methodologies from private, nonprofit 
schools called Pūnana Leo (language nests) 
in which classes are taught in Hawaiian. State 
data for 2013–2015 indicate that students from 
these schools are now graduating from high 
school on time at a rate of 3 percent above 
the state average and 8 percent above the 
Native Hawaiian average, and the classes of 
2014 and 2015 attended college directly out 
of high school at a rate 15 percent above the 
Native Hawaiian average.64
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Federal Funding for Language Learning 
At least twenty federal departments and agen-
cies support research and development in 
language and communication technologies, 
including the Departments of State, Defense, 
Agriculture, and Health and Human Services, as 
well as the National Endowment for the Human-
ities and the National Science Foundation. The 
federal government also provides direct sup-
port for language education through the follow-
ing acts of Congress, administered through the 
Department of Education: 

EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA), was signed into law 
in 2015. The rewrite consolidated the most sub-
stantial K–12 foreign language programming at 
the Department of Education (the Foreign Lan-
guage Assistance Program) into a state block 
grant called the Student Support and Academic 
Enrichment (SSAE) grants program. SSAE grants 
fund well-rounded education, efforts to improve 
school conditions and health, and strategies 
to promote the use of technology in schools. 
This program provides school districts with the 
option to fund language programming, but it 
remains unclear whether the appropriations 
committees will direct funding toward the initia-
tive during FY 2017 or whether school districts  
will choose to direct this funding toward lan-
guages or a myriad of other uses. But the Act 
does present other funding opportunities:

   It is possible that school districts could 
use federal funding from Titles I and II for 
language education in support of “well-
rounded” programming. 

   Title III funding could be used to support 
language programs that also serve English 
Learners. 

   A new, competitive Native American and 
Alaska Native Language Immersion Program is 
authorized at $1.1 million under Title VI of ESSA. 

HIGHER EDUCATION ACT
The Higher Education Act (HEA) was most 
recently reauthorized in 2008. Higher educa-
tion funding for foreign languages falls under 
Title VI of the HEA and includes international 
education programs and foreign language 
studies, both domestically and internationally. 
Administered by the Department of Educa-
tion’s Office of Postsecondary Education, these 
domestic programs are intended to strengthen 
language capability, and grants are awarded 
competitively to help fund centers, programs, 
and fellowships. Funding for domestic programs 
was reduced from $66.6 million to $63.1 million 
in FY 2013. However, funding has remained flat 
at $65.1 million from FY 2014 to FY 2016.

The Department also administers the Fulbright- 
Hays programs. These international programs 
are permanently authorized under the Mutual 
Educational and Cultural Exchange Act of 1961, 
and are designed to provide participants with 
first-hand overseas experience, increase the 
interaction between Americans and citizens 
from other countries, and strengthen language 
skills.65

In both the Title VI and Fulbright-Hayes pro-
grams, priority is given to students studying 
less-commonly taught languages.

The program funding was reduced in FY 
2013 from $7.5 million to $7.1 million, but has 
remained constant since then. As of this writing, 
the funding levels for both domestic and inter-
national programs for FY 2017 have not been 
announced.

A twenty-first-century education strategy that 
promotes broad access, values international 
competencies, and nurtures deep expertise 
in world languages and cultures will require 
increases in these funding streams.66
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