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Structural Challenges to Recruitment

This presentation examines some of the challenges of recruiting students, especially those from professional programs, to foreign language study. Because of my own interests, I focus on the less commonly taught languages, thinking in particular about developing proficiency at the advanced levels.

My sources of information are several, all experiential. First, I am a sociolinguist, and my introduction to the discipline was teaching English as a Foreign Language in North and West Africa and teaching English as a Second Language here in the US. Like most people teaching in institutions of higher education in the US today, I teach many students whose first language is not English. In that regard, I continue to teach English as a Second Language although the focus is mastery of advanced academic literacy skills. Before moving to PSU last fall, I taught at the University of Texas at Austin for fifteen years and mentored many students from UT’s program in Foreign Language Education who teach a variety of foreign/second languages across the US and around the world. While at UT, I also served as graduate advisor for several years for the Center for Middle Eastern Studies’ graduate program, specifically its interdisciplinary MA program and its dual degree MA programs with law, business, information science, communication, and public policy. I likewise worked with a number of scholarship/fellowship programs that supported international education (e.g., Fulbright, Fulbright-Hays, NSEP). Currently, I serve as treasure of AIMS (American Institute for Maghrib Studies), which has sponsored a summer intensive program in Arabic in Tangier, Morocco for over a decade. For the last two years, this program has been supported by a grant from USED’s GPA program and has moved from teaching intermediate Arabic to teaching Arabic at the advanced level. Last summer, AIMS, in conjunction with CAORC (Council of American Overseas Research Centers), sponsored an intensive beginning-level Arabic program in Tunis. That program will continue this summer, supplemented by an additional program in Tangier teaching Arabic at the intermediate and advanced levels. Finally, I am a student of Arabic, having first learned Tunisian Arabic as a Peace Corps volunteer in Tunisia and later studied Modern Standard Arabic for several years.

In discussing challenges to recruitment, I will frame them in terms of ideologies, understandably conflicting, held by various stakeholders. As some readers will be aware, the notion of language ideologies has been a topic of much research and discussion over the past decade in the fields of sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology. We may think of such ideologies, following Paul Kroskrity (2004:51) as “a group’s beliefs about language, often unexamined beliefs.” From a slightly different perspective, Judith Irvine defines them as “the cultural system of ideas about social and linguistic relationships, together with their loading of moral and political interests” (1989:255). As example, we might consider the American language ideology—ideologies, in fact—that have led twenty-nine states to legislate English as their official language. Minimally, there is a link between citizenship or participation in the polis—or at least daily life in the state and nation—and a single language, English. In many cases, the ideology is one that indirectly, at least, espouses English monolingualism as a sort of virtue; in others, it grants tolerance rights to languages other than English as long as they are kept out of the public space. Those having even cursory familiarity with the tenor of these debates should immediately appreciate the ways in which the arguments for those who support or oppose official status for English are saturated with “moral and political interests.” For analysts, such ideologies are structural in nature, that is, they structure our perceptions of what is possible, what is desirable, and what is good, thus constraining agency.

In the remainder of this paper, I outline ideologies (not necessarily about language) common to six different stakeholders: institutions of higher education, professional programs, joint or dual-degree programs, students, the intensive language program abroad, and society at large. In each case, I will list one or more ideologies held by the particular stakeholder and explain why they help create challenges to those wishing to recruit students from professional programs in particular to master other languages, especially uncommonly taught ones at the advanced levels.

Institutions of Higher Education 

Here I discuss two distinct ideologies.

First, “internationalization” is a buzz word on many campuses, and part of that push generally involves seeking to make a study abroad experience available to the greatest possible number of students, certainly to more students than are currently studying abroad and preferably more than the institution’s competition sends abroad. The ideology is, thus, studying abroad is inherently good. Many of us would agree with the spirit of this belief (though we can all cite cases where students returned to the US with less real understanding of themselves as citizens of the world than when they departed). The problem, then, is less the ideology than its operationalization: quantity in terms of number of students is mistaken for quality. Studying abroad is now often reduced to spending three weeks in Paris during Maymester taking an introduction to finite math taught in English using an American textbook by someone from the home university. Such a perspective on studying abroad does little to support the sort of long-term investment mastery of a language requires.

A second ideology might be termed “the Russian problem,” a label that originated on the campus where a friend from grad school teaches. During the Cold War, that institution hired and tenured a large number of professors of Russian. Now that the Cold War is over, far fewer students want to take Russian, and there is little for these professors to do. Anytime there is discussion of hiring a tenured or tenure-track professor to teach a less commonly taught language, an administrator mentions “the Russian problem” and the discussion comes to a halt. Thus, these languages are taught by lecturers. Certainly, many institutions hire lecturers for the long-term. A few schools, usually elite by several measures, are able to attract and retain highly skilled lecturers as teachers of language and builders of programs. A number of schools, however, hire lecturers whose primary skill may be speaking the language natively and who may have limited or no training in language teaching or curriculum development; some institutions hire revolving-door graduate students to teach their uncommonly taught languages. Not surprisingly, lecturers in these latter categories are rarely able to build a coherent program or to stir up enthusiasm among students to pursue the study of the language, particularly over a period of years. We can all appreciate institutions’ need for flexibility with respect to personnel, but we must simultaneously acknowledge that the beliefs that lead to the prioritizing of this need minimize the likelihood that students, especially students from professional schools, will be willing—or even able—to master less commonly taught languages at advanced levels.

Professional Programs
Let me now turn to an ideology common among professional programs. “Why can’t the earth just open up and swallow the College of Liberal Arts?” I recall a colleague from Engineering commenting with some seriousness at a committee meeting. He, like many faculty from professional programs, see little or no value added by Liberal Arts courses, including foreign language, to the training of students from professional programs. Many of us might wish to contend that colleges of liberal arts generally do a poor job of helping faculty across campus appreciate the many kinds of skills taught in our courses, skills that students can and do use in all subsequent coursework. At the same time, we have to appreciate that professional schools, particularly those accredited by outside organizations, feel they cannot give students the knowledge and skills these accrediting organizations require in the allotted time. Put another way, the ideology might be expressed as “But our students don’t have enough time to complete the required courses as it is.” If we begin with such a premise, one borne of experience—we should be able to see how faculty of professionals schools often see the study of foreign languages, and particularly, their mastery as a luxury that can ill be afforded.  
Joint-/Dual-degree Programs
Perhaps even more than regular professional programs, joint- or dual-degree programs in which students spend three to four years getting two degrees, generally one from a professional program in subjects like law, communication, public policy, business, information science, or nursing and one in area studies are obsessed with courses and scheduling. Generally, it seems, the professional program calls the shots, and the area studies program does its best to be accommodating. Thus, someone getting a joint degree in law and area students might spend the entire first year taking only law courses; to do otherwise is to jeopardize one’s standing in law school in several ways. The professional school, again understandably to an extent, often contends that disciplinary knowledge from the professional school is more important than courses in area studies; one also sometimes hears direct or indirect complaints from professional schools that the joint programs somehow diminish or compromise the integrity of the curriculum of the professional school. Finally, it is not uncommon to hear that advisors from some professional schools remind their students that since so many people around the world speak English and interpreters are generally available, mastery of another language, especially an uncommonly taught one that may require years of study, is not necessary. One way to characterize these ideologies as well as those of professional schools more broadly is to define mastery of a foreign language as a useful “soft skill” rather than as a prerequisite for success.

The Student
As one might expect, students themselves occupy a number of ideological positions when it comes to mastery of a foreign language, especially an uncommonly taught one. A near universal one follows logically from the high value American society places on monolingualism and the low value it places on multilingualism and the mastery of other languages. Partly because so few Americans have extended experience studying or using languages other than their native one, students often find themselves asking, “It’s going to take me how long to learn to use this language?” In other words, part of what students have to learn while studying these languages is how to learn a foreign language, a skill they often arrive in class not having; similarly, they have to learn that mastering another language is a commitment of years, not a few semesters.

Other student concerns are more particular and concrete, but they represent equally real impediments to recruitment. “I want to go on this summer program to take second-year Arabic, but I need a year’s worth of credits if I’m going to be able to go into third-year in the fall.” In other words, the justifiable constraints of academic programs make going abroad for the summer a challenge, especially since many programs cannot, in fact, cover a year’s worth of material in an intensive program. (A summer program abroad will almost assuredly teach things that cannot be learned staying the US, but the student has to worry about being ready to go into the next level language class on returning.)

It is also common to hear students from professional programs complain about the content of many language classes. “I’m in the B School. Why do I have to keep reading literary texts in my language class? I hate literature.” Those of us who may not hate literature or who see it as a useful or even necessary tool for teaching language (and in some languages, some knowledge of literary texts and their language is clearly a part of mastery of the language for anyone who is going to present her- or himself as educated) should at least be able to appreciate the goal-driven perspective of a student in a professional program. The situation is then one of conflicting ideologies: the practical, disciplinary focus of the student versus the broader focus of the teacher and the curriculum. (It is worth noting here an obvious fact: each language has its own ideology of how that language should be taught to natives and nonnatives. If you study French with someone from France, odds are that you’ll be doing la dictée, an ideal diagnostic for revealing much about a student’s mastery of that language. Similarly, if one studies Arabic with an Arab, you can expect to have to read aloud; again, such an ability demonstrates perhaps better than any other mastery of many aspects of the language. Neither of these tasks is widely used in teaching English to speakers of other languages, for example. Further, both often strike Americans as wastes of time or worse, no doubt at least partially since we associate both sorts of exercises with the education of small children.) These conflicts in ideologies represent another challenge in recruiting students, especially those from professional programs to study language at the advanced level.

A final issue heritage learners sometimes raise might be framed in this way: “What are my chances of getting a competitive fellowship to spend a year abroad?” Whether or not their concern is well founded, it is one I have frequently encountered, especially since the events of 9/11. Picking up on attitudes within the larger society and within their respective ethnic communities, many heritage learners fear that their loyalty to the United States often becomes an object of scrutiny. (Similarly, some wonder whether mastery of their heritage language will be sufficient to help them find government employment or whether their ethnicity alone will keep them from being seriously considered for such appointments.) I make no claims about the validity of their concerns, but I would contend that this situation is a very real one given the conversations I’ve had in various capacities with heritage learners over the years. These fears, regardless of how unfounded they might be, represent a barrier to recruitment.

 The Intensive Language Program Abroad
Having studied in, taught in, and helped organize intensive language programs, I am well aware that often one size fits none. Further, it is extremely challenging, if not impossible, to assess or begin to meet the varied needs of learners in any intensive program because the experience is, well, intense: studying language all day day-after-day cannot help but become a pressure cooker of a learning and living environment. Yet, such programs have many virtues and will and should remain a necessary part of our efforts to help students master other languages. At the same time, ideologies at play complicate the likelihood of success, especially with students from professional programs. First is the challenge of developing appropriate materials, particularly at advanced levels. Which language teachers are equipped, for example, to develop pedagogical materials relevant to students in public policy or nursing or law for a particular language, particularly at the advanced levels? In some of the situations I am aware of, when efforts to create materials are realized, the materials are not shared, or if shared, they are not used: each program feels a need to start from scratch—an ideology that proclaims, “If we didn’t create it, it can’t be very good.” Ideologies of teaching and learning particular languages, mentioned above, are likewise relevant here. Even more often than in American classrooms, languages taught in the societies where they are used are likely to be taught in ways that reflect local ideologies of language teaching and learning rather than, say the ways of learning and teaching that might be favored by American students or supported by educational research conducted in the West. Finally, with regard to recruitment and intensive programs abroad, we have to acknowledge that the numbers are against us. How many students studying law or business want to learn Arabic in Morocco or even in Egypt? Far more common are students from the liberal arts or social sciences: anthropology or political science, for example. 

The Larger Societal and Cultural Context
As strongly implied, given our country’s past failure to understand or appreciate the values of multilingualism (even in an increasingly globalized world or a post 9/11 world), we have few models for thinking about these issues, especially when it comes to the situation of specific languages for which materials may be limited, particular student populations, or teaching for proficiency at advanced levels. Indeed, most of what we know about language learning comes from classroom-based research on teaching English as a second language or teaching commonly taught foreign languages at the beginning and intermediate levels in US colleges. Until quite recently, that research treated students as largely interchangeable, paying little attention to sociocultural variables. These observations are not meant to minimize the importance of such research, but merely to point out the gap between our existing base of knowledge and what we need to know if we are to recruit students, especially those from professional programs, to master languages, especially uncommonly taught ones, and to train them well.

As this brief discussion of the ideologies of various stakeholders with respect to many factors that have an impact on mastery of foreign languages has shown, the challenges we face extend far beyond the limits of what we know about language teaching and learning. They include the everyday, taken-for-granted assumptions various groups make about language, language learning, and language mastery. More successful recruitment will require that we find ways of engaging and even altering these assumptions. 
