Why Foreign Language?
As parents, students, teachers, and business and education leaders strive to ensure that today’s students are well
prepared to meet the challenges of tomorrow, one question can and should be continually asked: What are the
skills that every high school student needs to be successful in an increasingly competitive world, one where global
challenges consistently cross national boundaries? Part of the answer to this question can be found within the State
Scholars Core Course of Study,1 which requires that students complete a rigorous high school education, including a
minimum of two years of foreign language study – also called world language study.
There are three key reasons why foreign language is an essential
component of a rigorous high school curriculum:
1. Academic: Research links foreign language study to higher
performance on standardized tests and in college.
2. Economic: Foreign language skills are now, more than ever,
essential for American workers, if they are to compete in the
global marketplace.
3. National security: Foreign language skills have been
identified by leaders at the highest levels of government as
essential to U.S. national security.

Research Links Foreign Language with Higher
Academic Performance

“The U.S. market has been so large that Americans
have assumed that the rest of the world would
take the trouble to understand it and them. They
have not had to reciprocate by learning foreign
languages, cultures, or markets. … Americans
have delighted in this process because it makes
it so much easier for them to travel and do
business abroad. But it also gives the locals an
understanding of and access to two markets
and cultures. They can speak English but also
Mandarin or Hindi or Portuguese. They can
penetrate the U.S. market but also the internal
Chinese, Indian, or Brazilian one. Americans, by
contrast, have never developed the ability to move
into other people’s worlds.”2
– Fareed Zakaria
Editor, Newsweek International

Foreign language course-taking exposes students to other cultures
and broadens their awareness of the world around them. But did you
know that researchers have also linked such learning to higher academic performance? Over the past several decades,
studies have found that:
•
•
•

Students who take foreign languages also achieve higher scores on the ACT in both reading and math.3
Regardless of economic background, students who study a foreign language perform better on the verbal section
of the SAT than those who don’t; and the longer they study, the better they perform.4
Among students of similar academic ability, there is a correlation between the study of foreign language in high
school and higher academic performance in college.5

Foreign Language Acquisition Is Critical to U.S. Economic Competitiveness
Economists and policy experts agree that the global economic marketplace is rapidly becoming more interconnected
and competitive as countries around the world continue to industrialize their economies and modernize their
education systems. This means that an ever-increasing share of high-paying jobs will be tied to international markets.
In fact:
•
•

Experts now estimate that at least one in five U.S. jobs is already tied directly to international trade and 		
project that the majority of future growth for U.S. industries of all sizes will be in overseas markets.6
Some 40 percent of companies in a recent survey reported that their international sales were growing more
rapidly than their domestic sales, and more than 60 percent expected this trend to increase over the next 10
years.7

How do foreign language skills fit in with this expanding economic
globalization? Again, experts identify language acquisition as a critical need
for American businesses and employees, if they are to remain competitive.
In particular, to conduct negotiations and build strong relationships
with foreign customers and executives, American business leaders and
their employees need to be able to speak the language of their foreign
associates.8

“To compete successfully in the global marketplace,
U.S.-based multinationals as well as small
businesses must market products to customers
around the globe. Our firms increasingly need
employees with knowledge of foreign languages and
cultures.”
– Committee for Economic Development,
Education for Global Leadership, 2006

Foreign Language Acquisition and U.S. National Security
Foreign language skills also play an increasingly vital role in ensuring U.S. national security. International challenges ranging
from terrorism, disease epidemics, and environmental degradation directly threaten U.S. security interests and clearly
underscore the need for students to increase their global knowledge and language skills. Government and national defense
leaders have already recognized this critical need.
•
•
•
•

To improve our national security, experts now recommend that foreign language education should be expanded at every
level of the U.S. education system.9
The U.S. Department of State and Department of Defense have issued urgent calls to develop higher levels of proficiency
in a wider range of world languages.10
Defense department leaders indicate that some 80 federal agencies already depend on staff proficiency in more than 100
foreign languages and that our military has a significant and growing demand for foreign language expertise.11
The U.S. Department of Education, through its SMART (Science and Math Access to Retain Talent) Grant for postsecondary
education, provides funds to students who major in a foreign language that’s considered “critical to national security.”12

Meeting our nation’s demand for foreign language expertise will not be easy, but it is a goal that the State Scholars Initiative
recognizes must be met. As one top defense department leader has noted, “The bottom line is that the core institutions of our
country – defense, business, health care, law enforcement, etc. – will be competing with each other for language skills that
are in short supply. For our long-term national well-being, the capacity must be increased to meet the demand of the 21st
century.”13
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