Looking for 21st century skills for our students? Don’t forget world languages!
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We’re hearing a lot in education about “21st century skills.” Just what are these skills? The definition depends upon whom you ask. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills provides one framework that includes core content areas, such as English, world languages (note that world language is listed as a core content area by the partnership as well as by NCLB), social sciences, math, science, and the arts (P.E. is conspicuously absent from the  “core content” areas identified by the Partnership—an oversight that does not serve the full needs of our students). In addition to their list of core content areas, the Partnership goes on to add other skills to the list of those that the 21st century citizen will need: cross-curricular skills, such as problem-solving, critical thinking, and media literacy; and additional traits, such as leadership and collaboration. 

In his book, The Global Achievement Gap: Why even our best schools don’t teach the new survival skills our children need—and what we can do about it, Tony Wagner provides another definition of 21st century skills: the “Seven survival skills,” which he considers to be as fundamental now as the “three Rs” were in the 19th and 20th centuries. These survival skills are then ones Wagner feels all students will need in order to be productive members of society post-high school. None of them are “reading, writing, and ‘rithmetic” although excellent communication—in English and world languages—and problem-solving skills are among the necessary proficiencies he identifies. 
One area that is receiving extensive attention in educational thought and literature, as well as among university circles, government agencies and business roundtables—is world language and cultural studies. Numerous recent works of educational literature (including the book cited above) about the skills our students now need include world language proficiency among the requirements—for all students. Not just those going into certain industries. Not just those going to college. According to these authors, and also to the educational and business leaders who make up the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, all students need to be able to communicate in more than one language in order to help the businesses for whom they work be poised to take advantage of international opportunities. All students need additional opportunities to learn about the diverse perspectives that influence how people different from “us” interact with each other, and with the world. World language classes are among the only subjects that provide students with regular opportunities to openly examine the perspectives of other cultures and thereby enhance cross-cultural understanding of students.
Why is world language education so critical now? Language study has numerous benefits: academic, cognitive, professional and social. 
Examining the academic benefits first, studies repeatedly find that world language study has the single greatest impact on increasing English and math scores on college entrance and AP exams. In the case of both math and English, world language study does more to raise scores than merely taking additional math and English classes without also taking language classes (according to annual College Board surveys of achievement on SAT, ACT and AP exams—data have shown the same results for more than 10 years).
In both the academic and cognitive arena, multiple studies spanning decades have show that children who have opportunities to study outscore their English-only peers on tests of academic content in English, math, and social studies and also demonstrate greater mental flexibility and increased problem-solving skills (note the connection to the “21st century skills” identified above). The results apply to all students regardless of gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status. Many of these studies were conducted in schools in which a large percentage of the students were “at-risk.”
Moving away from the academic and cognitive benefits, world language proficiency provides very practical advantages to people. 
World language and cultural proficiency make individuals more attractive as candidates for literally thousands of jobs throughout the country. While many of these jobs are for those who speak Spanish and English, there are hundreds of jobs for speakers of other languages as well, and those companies have a harder time finding employees to fill the jobs because of the mistaken impression that there is no need to develop skills in these languages. In a job search conducted at http://www.monster.com on Feb. 20, 2010, the most sought-after languages in the workforce (after Spanish) in order of number of jobs for speakers for speakers of those languages are: French (almost 550); Japanese (almost 500); Chinese (almost 400); German (more than 230); Portuguese (just over 200); Italian (almost 200); Arabic (just over 100) and Russian (just under 100). 
But let’s look at the job market for language speakers from another perspective. The Committee for Economic Development is a non-profit, non-partisan, business-led public policy organization. Membership is made up of some 200 senior corporate executives and university leaders who lead CED’s research and outreach efforts.Here are just some quotes from the report prepared by the CED in 2006: 
· “[…] our education system must be strengthened to increase the foreign language skills and cultural awareness of our students. America’s continued role as a global leader will depend on our students’ abilities to interact with the world community both inside and outside our borders.” 
· “Many American students lack sufficient knowledge about other world regions, languages and cultures and as a result are likely to be unprepared to compete and lead in a global work environment.”  
· “Seventy-seven percent of the public believes that high school programs in the United States are not adequately preparing students to understand current international affairs.”
· “Compared to their counterparts from universities in other parts of the world, U.S. students are ‘strong technically’ but ‘shortchanged’ in cross-cultural experience and linguistically deprived.”
Need more evidence that our society and economy are dependent on increasing the number of citizens who are proficient in world languages and cultures? No problem: 
· A survey of American businesses operating oversees conducted by the Modern Language Association found that many companies give preference to candidates with foreign language skills when hiring new management personnel, provided other business experience and abilities are equal.
· Four out of five new jobs in the united States are created as a result of foreign trade, according to the National Council of State Supervisors of Foreign Language.  
· Each year, 200,000 Americans lose out on jobs with business because they don’t know another language, according to Edward Trimnell, author of Why you need a foreign language and how to learn one.
· In their 2008 report called, “Putting the World into World-Class Education,” The Council of Chief State School Officers specifically recommends that high school graduation requirements be redefined “to include global knowledge and skills. [...] Requirements should include world languages and assessment of international knowledge and skills across the curriculum.”
· In his book, Catching Up or Leading the Way: American Education in the Age of Globalization, Yong Zhao  says that  “American companies lose an estimated 2 billion dollars a year due to inadequate cross-cultural guidance for their employees in multicultural situations.”  and “…nearly 30 percent of the companies believed they had failed to exploit fully their international business opportunities due to insufficient personnel with international skills.”  As a result, Zhao states that “ An essential ingredient of global competence is foreign language proficiency and a deep understanding of other cultures.” 
· Dr. Heidi Hayes Jacobs  says, “To function successfully in the future workforce of a global economy […] knowledge of world languages is critical.” ( Curriculum 21: Essential education for a changing world). 
· Tony Wagner states that students need opportunities to develop “the ability to understand other nations and cultures, including the use of non-English languages.” (The Global Achievement Gap: Why even our best schools don’t teach the new survival skills our children need—and what we can do about it) He goes on to say, “The skillfulness of individuals working with networks of people across boundaries and from different cultures has become an essential prerequisite for a growing number of multinational corporations.”
· "...companies need a much more sophisticated approach to choosing the managers or management teams to lead their global operations— the stakes are just too high to be so culturally unaligned. Success today depends on the awareness, understanding, and ability to navigate various customs and cultural differences, economic and political climates, work force conditions and expectations, unions and laws, customers, and competition—in essence, a global mindset." Excerpt from a fall 2007 article in Thunderbird Magazine titled, “Is a Global Mindset in Your DNA?”
· According to a recent National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) survey (cited in the 2008 Global Competencies Task Force Report from the University of Wisconsin-Madison), “employers pointed out that they hire for core skill sets including [...] intercultural communication skills and an ability to listen and effectively engage others. Most employers responded that this type of experience and these attitudes can only be developed through firsthand experience interacting with people and organizations of diverse backgrounds and perspectives. Language training, study abroad, and intercultural education can effectively enhance these qualities before students enter the workforce” [my emphasis].
· The report by the Global Competencies Task force goes on to say: “We could be left behind and become irrelevant as a university, a state, and nation if we do not take a proactive approach to developing global talent. This point was highlighted in a recent UW–Madison report on “Global Talent” (Appendix H) that identified a general pattern in the fields most closely associated with a rising demand for global talent. These fields included various forms of engineering, information technology, chemistry and biology, and management.” [note from Nicole: my emphasis; note the connection between the fields listed here and those listed in career-tech programs]. “With economic trends reflecting a dramatic rise in the amount of human capital in countries outside of the U.S., many countries are devoting considerable resources to developing their knowledge economies and global talent base.”

And, in a forward-thinking statement made in 1996 (pre-dating all of the recent attention being paid to the imperative to enhance our country’s linguistic and cultural capacity), the American Association of School Administrators said, “Knowledge of foreign languages is one of the most important skills that students will need to develop in order to prosper in this century.” 
In honor of Discover Languages Month (February), students at Bella Vista High School hosted a 24-hour webcast on the benefits of language study. The live webcast featured information and almost 20 interviews of individuals, including representatives of our local community and state government, as well as a panel from the Division of International Studies at University of Wisconsin-Madison; the World Languages Specialist at the Utah State Office of Education; Dr. Heidi Hayes Jacobs; and the Executive Director of the professional teaching organization Phi Delta Kappa, among others. Their interviews can be viewed at http://www.ustream.com/discover+languages+discover+the+world. In addition, three individuals who represent our region in state government and Congress submitted written statements for us to share during the program. Here’s what they had to say about the importance of multilingualism to our society:
· “The study of languages is a most valuable aspect of the educational experience. In addition to the inherent value of learning, it provides a foundation of grammatical and logical coherency which will benefit you throughout your lives. Furthermore, the study of foreign languages is a crucial aspect of our need to equip our students to compete in a growing economy.” Statement by Congressman Daniel Lungren in a letter to Nicole Naditz, Feb. 10, 2010.
· “I believe that teaching foreign languages in school is about preparing our students for their responsibilities as global citizens. Ultimately, the benefits of students being proficient in more than one language underscore our economic, political and social well-being. The benefits can probably be seen easiest in the economy. Foreign language is critical to our nation’s ability to compete internationally and remain economically viable in the global market. Our businesses must be adequately prepared to meet the cultural and linguistic needs of their foreign clientele [...] As international trade becomes an increasingly bigger part of the U.S. economy, the need for sales and marketing representatives who are fluent in the language of their buyers and who understand their buyers culture becomes increasingly important. This language training can and should start early in education [...] Parents and students, as well as community and business leaders, must continue to call for a focus on language education in our schools. It is not easy in these difficult times, but there are strong arguments to be made for the continuation and expansion of language programs.” email from  California Assembly member Alyson Huber to Nicole Naditz, Feb. 17, 2010.
· “As a long-time student of Spanish, I can personally attest to the importance of a multilingual education. A multilingual background can be immensely helpful in both a student’s personal and professional development. Many colleges look highly upon students who excel in their foreign-language coursework in high school, and the practical implications of being fluent in another language are far reaching.” Letter from California State Senator Dave Cox to Nicole Naditz, Feb. 8, 2010.
Language proficiency gives our students an open door to the world. Where have languages taken you? Where will they take our children? If we aren’t providing language and cultural education to our students, are we really preparing them to assume roles in the global society they are inheriting? Can we claim to graduate students with a full complement of 21st century skills if they can’t communicate in the languages their future employers need? What about the languages needed by our community organizations? Or those needed during these times of increased concern for national security? In an era driven by an imperative to increase student achievement, can we afford to continue to ignore decades of research pointing to the enhanced cognitive abilities and academic success of students who are provided early and ongoing access to well articulated language programs? No, we can’t. Speak up for language education in your communities. Use this information to talk to business owners, school boards, and elected officials today!
