Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen.  I thank you for the opportunity to address you today and also for the enormous amount of work that has gone into the preparation of the Ad Hoc Committee’s report.   My name is Jaya Vijayasekar; I serve as the president of the Connecticut Council of Language Teachers representing about 800 world language professionals in the state of Connecticut. On behalf of the COLT Board of Directors and its constituents, I need to express my disappointment in the omission of a world language requirement as had been originally proposed by the Commissioner.  In a document which addresses “a superior education for 21st century learners”, one which propounds that “living and competing successfully in a global society and economy will require an understanding of our interconnectedness”, in a document which supports the “acquisition of 21st century skills, the omission of a world language requirement is an anomaly and extremely difficult to comprehend.

The Committee for Economic Development has declared that “in order to confront the 21st century challenges to our economy and national security, our education system must be strengthened to enhance the foreign language skills and cultural awareness of our students.”  The U.S. will become less competitive due to the deficit in strong foreign language programs.

According to Kyra Nesteriak of CBIA, 1200 foreign owned companies have chosen to invest in Connecticut; they employ our citizens, set up operations and pay taxes here.  

The Ad Hoc Committee’s report cites Howard Gardner’s work on Multiple Intelligences; but, we cannot ignore one of the critical intelligences for the present era and it is what Gardner calls, “cultural intelligence:.  To interact well with the many that have chosen CT to do business with, it helps most to know how to speak their languages, to know about our own cultural style and how our cultural style meshes with the cultures of others.

On page 16 of the report, in explaining the reasons for NOT including a requirement, the section on world languages cites the following:

First, the existing disparity in the delivery of programs - Would it not then become our responsibility, as policy makers and leaders in the profession, to bridge the gap in the types of programs provided and equalize the access to this much needed curriculum?  

Second, the scarcity of teachers- But, math and science too suffer from a shortage of teachers; yet we have chosen only to forego the world language requirement;  Moreover, when there has been a need, we have always found the teachers; creatively through the ARC program, and through the Spanish, French and Chinese partnerships. By identifying this is as an insurmountable challenge, we have altogether abandoned even a small step towards realizing our goal: providing world language instruction for all.  I would encourage our teaching and administrative force to be far more tenacious than that.

Third, the report references and I quote “what scholars know about children’s acquisition of language” and states that “for a majority of students a high school world language requirement may have little long term value” However, research presented by the Center for Applied Linguistics cites studies which prove that apart from an early start and a well articulated program, a STRONG policy in support of language instruction  is the most influential factor in creating and sustaining language programs.  In all European countries, at least one foreign language is compulsory.  Maintaining a requirement will foster a rigorous approach to curriculum development, professional development, and assessment, which are all essential for successful programs.  

In the AUG 2006 issue of the American School Board Journal, Susan Black in her article, “Tongue tied Students” underscores the high priority that needs to be placed on language learning.

The AERA report on “Research points in foreign language instruction,” states that language teaching should be age appropriate and that while early instruction leads to native like fluency, young adolescents, our HIGH SCHOOL students have the COGNITIVE ability to grasp the grammar and develop their language skills in a way appropriate to their skills.  Older students in fact require grammar and structure along with meaning and conversation.  So, these students will MOST definitely benefit by their language study at the high school level.

Manuela Wagner of UCONN, shares that Cooper’s study in 1987 and Garfunkel and Tabor’s in 1991 conducted in middle and high schools indicate that foreign language study improves test scores in social studies, language arts, and math and verbal portions of the SAT.  COLT past president, Dr. Barbara Lindsey shares that two or more years of foreign language instruction provides greater access to quality post-sec institutions.

Finally, in reading the document, I found that in the Fine Arts section and I quote “concern was expressed by proponents…” and in the Physical Education section, “the committee listened to both the field and administrators as they agreed to an increase in this area…” however, mention of such consultation and collaboration is conspicuously absent in the section on world languages.  

I invite members of this committee to dialog with experts in the field and avail themselves of other opportunities to hear additional research pertaining to language acquisition.  I would like to see Connecticut lead the way along with several other states which already have a language requirement in place.  We have flagship programs which draw visitors and we would like to continue to hold that prestigious position.  Thank you again for this opportunity to speak with you.
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