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HOW AMERICANS LEARN FOREIGN LANGUAGES:
FROM KINDERGARTEN TO COLLEGE

This paper focuses on the way languages other than English are taught in the United States.

It briefly examines the history of foreign languages in the U.S., and examines recent enrollment
figures in language courses. Despite the common misconception, the United States does not have an
official or national language. This fact underscores the significance of multilingualism in U.S.
history, while also alluding to the continued importance of foreign languages today. However, while
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the U.S. is demographically as diverse as ever before, second language education is in a slow
decline across the country. Spanish, French, and German continue to dominate in language
education at all levels, while training in strategically important languages such as Chinese, Arabic,
and Russian is severely underdeveloped at all levels. The second half of the paper describes the
author’s personal experience learning languages in the United States, opining that the problem is
not in the quality of language education, but in its accessibility.

Key words: foreign languages, language courses, personal experience, United States, language
education.
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Introduction

Recently at an academic conference, | asked the audience (consisting mainly of young
Russian university students) to raise their hand if they did not think that the U.S. has an official
national language. Nobody raised their hand, presumably because everyone present assumed that
the official language of the United States is English. After all, what country does not have an
official language? In reality, the United States truly has no official language at the federal level.
One reason for this may be that while the overwhelming majority of settlers of the U.S. were native
English speakers, there were sizable communities whose native Iangua%e was not English, but
Dutch and German dialects, as well as French and Spanish. In fact, the 8" president of the United
States, Martin Van Buren, spoke Dutch as his first language; despite being born in the United
States. Establishing a national language may have risked alienating these communities and
contradicting the nation’s democratic ideals.

This paper will look to explore the study of languages other than English in the United States.
The first part will examine the history, popularity, and structure of foreign language learning in the
U.S. The second part will be my personal story of the study of foreign languages in the U.S.

1. History and Structure of Foreign Language Education in the U.S.

The three most commonly taught foreign languages in U.S. public schools are Spanish, French,
and German, in that order. There are several clear reasons for the popularity of the Spanish language as
the most popular second language. Spanish has almost 40 million speakers in the United States, making
it the second most common native language in the country. Spanish has also long been the most
important language for U.S. foreign policy, given that it is the native language in most of the U.S.’s
neighbors in Latin America. The Monroe Doctrine has long established that the U.S. should work
closely with these countries. French was the most popular second language during the period of the
nation’s founding, as France was the U.S.’s first ally. German was historically the most widespread
native language in the country other than English, which is why it was also the most common foreign
language in the early 20™ century, before it fell out of favour due to the rise of Nazism. The fourth most
popular language, Latin, is taught as a key piece of classical education. It is also believed to help expand
and fortify students’ grasp of English vocabulary. Latin not only helps with English, but also serves as a
base from which one canmore quickly master any of the Romance languages later on. Rounding out the
top ten second languages are Japanese, Italian, Chinese, American Sign Language, Russian and Korean,
in that order. But the gap between the top three languages and the others is enormous, at both the school
level and the college level. Spanish, French and German make up 90% of enrollments in school and
69% of college language enrollments [1]. Russian, by comparison, makes up only 0,14% of school
enrollments and 1,4% of university enrollments [2].

In general, foreign language study in the U.S. is in a slow but gradual decline. In all, 18% of
adult Americans report speaking a language other than English, while in Europe 53% of people
speak a second language [3]. Foreign language courses are not a requirement in American schools,
and only about 20% of American schoolchildren take foreign-language classes. The percentage of
public and private elementary schools offering foreign language instruction decreased from 31 to
25% from 1997 to 2008 [4]. The percentage of all middle schools offering foreign language
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instruction decreased from 75 to 58% [5]. The percentage of high schools offering foreign language
courses remained about the same, at 91% [6]. In college the numbers are even lower. While all
major colleges offer foreign languages, only 7% of American college students are enrolled in a
language course [7]. The overwhelming majority of Americans only receive the opportunity to
study strategic languages like Chinese, Arabic, and Russian in college, but these language only
make up 6,4% of university language enroliments [8].

2. My Personal Experience with Learning Foreign Languages

| attended a secular private school called the Kinkaid School from pre-kindergarten all the
way through 12" grade. We were fortunate to be exposed to foreign languages early on, as Spanish
was required for all students starting in 1% grade. In 6™ grade students were required to take both
Spanish and French, and those who liked French better could switch starting in 7" grade. In 8"
grade we were required to take Latin for one year in addition to Spanish or French. In 9™ grade
Chinese became available, and | seized this opportunity, deciding to take both Chinese and Spanish.
I was one of only a handful of students who decided to take more than one language.

Chinese proved to be a wake-up call for me. Our teacher was an energetic older woman from
Taiwan, who we affectionately called “Lao-shu” (teacher). It was my first exposure with intense
complexity in language, as Spanish had come fairly easily to me. Chinese took much more effort,
repetition, and hard work than | could have imagined. Classwork involved mainly listening to the
teacher as she explained concepts with presentations, but we also did skits and other activities.
Homework was the most brutal part. We would have to write characters over and over — maybe
forty times — in a special workbook each night, in order to remember them. | was lucky enough to
participate in my school’s two-month China trip that year, which was one of the most eye-opening
experiences of my youth. Though | very much enjoyed the trip personally, I became disenchanted
with my abilities to learn the language, and eventually quit taking Chinese at the end of that year.

| continued taking Spanish for the rest of high school. My Spanish teacher was a passionate
young woman from Mexico, who was genuinely excited for every class. We would read from the
textbook and she would explain grammatical concepts to us. At the end of every class she would
pass out the lyrics to a Spanish-language song, with some of the words missing. We would then
listen to the song and sing along, while trying to fill in the missing words. On Fridays we would
watch movies or soap operas and do assignments related to them.

Once | chose which university | was going to, | knew that | wanted to try another language in
college. My parents had encouraged me to take Arabic, because of the language’s critical status in
the U.S. and its importance in the oil business. | decided to try Russian instead, because of my
interest in Russian literature and Soviet history. At the time | did not imagine that I would
eventually major in it, as my preliminary declared major was philosophy.

The head of the entire department of Romance, Slavic, and Germanic Languages and Literatures
ended up being my first-year Russian professor. His name is Richard Robin, and as | later found out, he
is actually the co-author of the most widely used Russian textbooks in all of the United States! His
textbook is called “T'onoca”. Professor Robin had a very unique teaching style to say the least, with a
few elements of Russian and Soviet pedagogy. He immediately tried to intimidate us and weed out
those with low motivation. The class began with sixteen students, but after three weeks the number had
dropped to ten. | remember one time when | forgot the word for “brown” (kopuunessbrii), and Professor
Robin proceeded to yell at me and embarrass me for several minutes in front of the whole class. We
would also suddenly decline new words on the fly, as a sort of test. If we read a new word or phrase, for
example “pxassrit krou”, he would just suddenly ask “wero?” and point randomly to one of us, and
they would say “pxxaBoro kiroua”; then he would point to someone else and ask “uemy?”, and they
would answer “pxasomy kimrouy”’, and so on. We would decline the word in every case, singular and
plural, but if one of us messed up, then we would have to start the whole declension over again. This
made us put pressure on each other not to mess up. His course was difficult and required a lot of
individual work outside the classroom. We strictly followed the textbook he had written, but by the end
of the year | grew to immensely respect his peculiar and strict teaching methods. His strictness made me
take learning more seriously, and | am thankful to him for that.
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Our second-year Russian teacher was Ludmila Alexandrovna Michael, who received a degree
in teaching Russian as a foreign language from Leningrad State University in 1990, and immigrated
to the U.S. shorty after. She was a fantastic teacher who made all her own materials. Her teaching
methods were much more traditional when compared to Professor Robin’s, and her style actually
reminded me of my experience in high school Spanish. We read texts, watched and discussed
movies, and performed skits. We also would have bi-weekly one-on-one conversations with her in
her office, so that she could examine and evaluate our progress. At the end of every semester we
would have OPIs (oral proficiency interviews) with a random professor, who would rate our
speaking level.

| spent my third year studying abroad in St. Petersburg, Russia, on the program recommended
to me by Professor Robin, CIEE at St. Petersburg State University. He stressed to me that
conversational practice (i.e. conversing with friends) was most important in reaching the advanced
level, and confessed that it was ok to skip class as long as | was conversing in Russian with
someone instead!

As a senior (fourth-year student) | no longer had Russian language class, as | had already
achieved the speaking level needed for my degree (advanced low). Instead, | took a Russian
literature course in Russian. We read 20" century Russian literature including Bulgakov, Bunin, and
Nabokov. Our teacher was Elena Borisovna Ovtcharenko, a brilliant woman who worked both at
our university as a Russian literature teacher and at the International Monetary Fund as an
economist. Reading literature with her guidance greatly helped me increase the complexity and
eloquence of my speech.

Conclusion

My experience with foreign language education is very much an outlier. | was very fortunate
to have all of my language teachers (except for the renowned prof. Robin) be native speakers of the
languages they were teaching. This is a luxury of learning languages in the U.S., where there are
substantial numbers of native speakers of most languages from around the world. It is also
important to note that in America, literary and language training is mixed together, meaning that
students take separate language, literature, and linguistics courses. However, there is usually not
special training in translation in undergraduate programs. Professional translators usually undergo
special training at private professional schools, or at certain Master’s programs. In all, I am
extremely satisfied with the quality and structure of the language training | received in the U.S.
The challenge facing the United States is making language training more accessible, and
demonstrating the relevance of multilingualism to the resolution to global problems.
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Opp M.
Ynusepcumem [[oicoposca Bawunemona, CILIA

KAK AMEPUKAHIBI U3YYAIOT HHOCTPAHHBIE A3bIKUA:
OT JETCKOI'O CAJA 1O YHUBEPCUTETA

Cratess TIpencTaBisieT coOOW 0030p TPOOJIEMBI M3YyYEHHsS WHOCTPAHHBIX  SI3BIKOB
B CoennHennbix llltarax AMepuku. ABTOp aeT KpAaTKOE ONHMCAHWUE HWCTOPUM U3YYEHHS S3BIKOB
(3a uckimouenrem anrauiickoro) B CLLIA, npuBos nocieaHe 1aHHbIE O 3aUMCICHUN Ha S3BIKOBBIC
KYPCHI B IIIKOJIaX U YHUBEPCHUTETaX cTpaHbl. To, uro B CIIA ecTh odunmanbHbIi TOCy1apCTBEHHBIN
SI3BIK, SIBJISICTCS JIOBOJIBHO PACIIPOCTPAHCHHBIM 3a0TyKICHHEM, Ha CaMOM JIelie ero HeT. DTOT (akT
MMOAYEPKUBACT HCTOPHUYECKYI) 3HAUYMMOCTh MHOTOSI3bIYMS B HMCTOPUM CTpaHbl, BMECTE C TEM
npenmnosiaras 0coOyr BaKHOCTh HHOCTPAHHBIX SI3BIKOB B HacTosIIee BpeMs. OqHaKo, HECMOTpPS Ha
To, yro CHIA, kak U mpexiae, NMpOJOJDKAIOT ObITh MHOTOHAIIMOHAJIBLHOM CTpaHOMW, CIPOC Ha
M3YYCHHE BTOPOTO S3bIKA IMOCTEIICHHO TanaeT. Vcmanckuii, (QpaHIly3cCKUid W HEMEIKUH S3bIKU
3aHMMAIOT IOMUHHUPYIOIINE MMO3UIIMU HA BCEX YPOBHSIX 00pa30BaTEIbHON CUCTEMBI, B TO BPEMS KaK
M3y4YeHUE TaKUX CTPATErMUYE€CKH BaYKHBIX SI3bIKOB KaK KUTANCKUM, apaOCKUN U PYCCKUU €1le KpaiHe
orpaHu4eHo. Bropas 4acTh CTaThu MOCBSIIEHA JUYHOMY OIBITY aBTOPA B U3YYEHUU MHOCTPAHHBIX
SI3BIKOB, KOTOPBIN MO3BOJIMJI €My 3aKJIIOYHTh, YTO MPOOJIEMa COCTOUT HE B KAYECTBE S3BIKOBOTO
obpazoBanus B CILIA, a B €ero JOCTYIMHOCTH.

Knrouegvie cnosa: UHOCTpaHHBIE SI3BIKU, SI3BIKOBBIE KypChl, TUUHBIA omnbIT, CIIIA, s3bikoBOE
oOpasoBaHHeE.
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(Bamunrron, CIIA); e-mail: matthew_r_orr@yahoo.com.
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