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Chapter 6
From Frameworks to Oversight: Components to 
Improving Foreign Language Program Efficacy

Carol Klee, Charlotte Melin, and Dan Soneson, University of Minnesota

Introduction
Whether or not it is acknowledged as such, program evaluation takes place on 
an ongoing basis, particularly in the environment of research universities, where 
outcomes assessment has become a fact of life (see Heiland & Rosenthal, 2011; 
Kuh, Jankowski, Ikenberry, & Kinzie, 2013). The public nature of higher edu-
cation demands such outcomes accountability (Byrnes, 2008), and evaluation 
is an important means for foreign language (FL) educators to demonstrate the 
integrity of their programs (Norris, 2006). For evaluation to have the intended 
impact, however, ownership of the process has to be communally accepted and 
reach all levels (Ricardo-Osorio, 2011), and sustained cycles of review must also 
exist (Davis, Sinicrope, & Watanabe, 2009). Taking stock of the implications of 
such far-ranging assessment, Norris (2009) emphasizes the need for complex data 
comparison and ongoing communication with stakeholder audiences in order to 
sustain robust evaluation practices (cf. further Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010). 
Within this process, rubrics have become one of the most effective means for 
achieving consensus about larger educational objectives (cf. Kuh et al., 2013), 
though rubrics alone do not provide the answer to improving program efficacy.

FL departments are, thus, constantly fine-tuning their majors, matching 
their curricula with diverse educational standards by collecting information about 
courses, often in response to the pressures of accountability and accreditation 
that increasingly focus attention on outcomes. Yet gaps emerge in multilayered 
systems that evolve in this way: Individual student educational choices diverge 
from anticipated paths, course delivery practices become detached from intended 
curricular design, and learner FL achievement levels may fail to match up with 
larger educational objectives or external measures of competencies.

This chapter discusses the need for a systematic and complex approach to 
program accountability to address these issues. After providing an overview of 
our university’s institutional context that exemplifies some of the challenges that 
can arise for programs and their systematic oversight, we describe an approach to 
evaluations that hinges on setting institutional benchmarks for FLs in a way that 
serves to align these goals with the intellectual outcomes objectives for liberal 
education more generally. Attention then turns to potential use of such objectives 
as a heuristic for evaluating program effectiveness, most importantly as a tool for 
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iterative evaluation procedures. To support these efforts, we contend, meaningful 
data from assessment of student learning and second language acquisition (SLA)-
informed oversight of program practices are needed to foster continuous improve-
ment of the education process.

The basis for what we wish to advance comes from work conducted during 
the academic year 2012–2013, when the authors collaborated with other members 
of a college-level committee to examine FL learning outcomes for all students 
and particularly majors.1 This effort led to development of proposed educational 
outcomes and recommendations about how such outcomes can be demonstrated 
(SLA Working Group, 2013). Departments and the College of Liberal Arts (CLA) 
at the University of Minnesota–Twin Cities are currently discussing how to imple-
ment these recommendations. While public and land-grant universities, such as 
the University of Minnesota, constitute a particularly challenging context for FL 
education, given the diversity of stakeholders involved and the complex dynamics 
that shape the teaching, research, and service missions of such institutions, we 
believe the approach that we describe can be adapted to other institutional set-
tings. This report will focus on three areas where the committee determined that 
educational accountability could be strengthened: (a) alignment between intel-
lectual content in general education and FL study, (b) systematic and longitudinal 
evaluation of outcomes, and (c) program oversight with input from SLA experts 
and involvement of stakeholders.

Context of Evaluation
In this section we will provide background on our institutional context as well 
as reference prominent issues related to FL teaching and learning within the na-
tional context; these issues informed the committee’s understanding of current 
circumstances and shaped our recommendations. We begin with a description of 
our institutional context and previous language initiatives.

The Language Requirement: A Proficiency-Based Approach to Assessment
Responding to conditions pushing for educational reform at the close of the 20th 
century, the University of Minnesota led the nation in the 1980s and 1990s with 
large-scale initiatives that promoted languages across the curriculum offerings, 
proficiency-oriented instruction for language courses, outcomes assessment as a 
graduation requirement in the CLA for BA degrees, and system-wide articulation 
(Barnes, Klee, & Wakefield, 1991; Chalhoub-Deville, 1997; Klee & Barnes-Karol, 

1 The committee members were Hangtae Cho (director of Korean language instruction, Department 
of Asian Languages and Literatures), Evelyn Davidheiser (director, Institute of Global Studies), 
Nanette Hanks (assistant dean, College of Liberal Arts), Betsy Kerr (associate professor, Department of 
French and Italian), Carol Klee (professor and chair, Department of Spanish and Portuguese Studies), 
Charlotte Melin (professor, Department of German, Scandinavian, and Dutch), Dan Soneson (director, 
Language Center), Elaine Tarone (director, Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition), 
and Stephanie Treat (office coordinator, Language Center). 
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2006; Klee & Metcalf, 1994; Klee & Tedick, 1997; Lynch, Klee & Tedick, 2001; 
Metcalf 1993, 1995; Tedick, 2002). At the time, the proficiency guidelines devel-
oped by the American Council of Teachers of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) offered 
a means to articulate expected student achievement through transparent de-
scriptive benchmarks for the FLs (ACTFL, 2012). While this proficiency-based  
redesign of the educational system had many salutary effects, it could not resolve 
all articulation issues, since articulation is a complex matter that involves both 
vertical articulation (the seamless connection of K–16 educational pathways) and 
horizontal articulation (the coordination of curricular practices). Moreover, by the 
1990s, SLA research had begun to reveal potential limitations of the proficiency ap-
proach (e.g., Magnan 2007, 2008; Norris & Pfeiffer, 2003; Tschirner, 1996), some of 
which the development of the National Standards (ACTFL, 1996) sought to address.

In terms of the practices of measurement, assessment, and evaluation identi-
fied by Norris (2006) as central components to effective program evaluation as 
a whole, the system that had evolved at the University of Minnesota had robust 
means for gauging the achievement at the level of two common requirements 
for the BA degree. Both an entrance test used for initial course placement and a 
graduation proficiency test (which included writing, speaking, listening, and read-
ing assessments) were in place.2 However, in 2003 modifications were made to the 
four-semester proficiency-based language requirement, originally implemented 
in 1985, to allow CLA undergraduates seeking to earn BA degrees the option of 
fulfilling it either by means of the Language Proficiency Examination (LPE), as 
this proficiency assessment was renamed, or through completion of the seat-time 
equivalent of four semesters.3 This change, which was undertaken for the pur-
pose of improving graduation rates, was welcomed by many students and seen 
by some faculty and administrators as aligning expectations with those of peer 
institutions. Departments still could use the LPE as a curricular component, but 
not all languages chose to make the assessment integral to courses. Not surpris-
ingly, passing rates sharply declined, and by 2012–2013, when another committee 
was convened to examine language education matters at the university, concerns 
had surfaced about the achievement levels of majors as well.4 Up until that time, 
beyond committee work directed toward solving specific problems and ad hoc 
conversations to share information across units, departments had never crafted 
explicit expectations for the completion of the FL major. Changes occurring at the 
University of Minnesota and across higher education in the first decade of the 21st 
century foregrounded the need to increase program strength by engaging in more 

2 For information about these assessments and discussion of the requirement’s history, see the 
website of the CLA Language Testing Program at https://langtest.umn.edu/.
3 The Institute for Global Studies’ language requirement is more rigorous than the CLA requirement, 
as majors must complete four semesters of a foreign language that is associated with the student’s 
region of concentration, and courses that have been “tested out of” or native speaking ability do not 
fulfill this requirement. If students meet the CLA language requirement by testing out of the first four 
semesters of language study, they must complete four additional courses in the language.
4 Statistics on passing rates have been kept as internal institutional data and made available to 
departments since implementation of the proficiency requirement in 1986. 
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sustained discussion of FL education issues at an institutional level—a need that 
points to the centrality of program evaluation.5

This concern with enabling higher levels of achievement (which program 
evaluation would allow us to verify) is well placed in light of current discussions 
across institutions of higher education. Although relatively few language majors 
today go on to become language teachers, the career aspirations of those who do 
further emphasize the question of outcomes achievement (Aoki, 2013; Burke, 
2013; Fischer, 2013; Glisan, 2013; Moeller, 2013; Norris, 2013; Tedick, 2013). 
Proficiency requirements for K–12 teacher licensure under the standards set by 
ACTFL and the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) 
have placed new pressures on language departments on a national level.6 The in-
ability of some successful language majors to meet these requirements has led to 
lively debate about the merit of such expectations, including extensive discussion 
conducted in the Perspectives section of The Modern Language Journal (Aoiki, 
2013; Burke, 2013; Fischer, 2013; Glisan, 2013; Moeller, 2013; Norris, 2013; 
Tarone, 2013).

Problems Inherent in the Two-Tiered Structure of Language Departments
Yet another concern that informed the committee’s thinking and recommenda-
tions was the two-tiered structure of the postsecondary curriculum, which has 
yielded a division between language courses at the lower level and literature or 
other content courses at the upper level of undergraduate degrees of study. In the 
1980s and 1990s, when much innovation in language teaching and assessment 
occurred at the University of Minnesota, language program directors (LPDs) were 
tenure-line faculty. Beginning in the late 1990s, tenure-line LPDs were replaced 
by lecturers in most cases, and increasing numbers of non-tenure-line faculty 
were hired to deliver the first two to three years of language instruction. For many 
years, tenure-line faculty have taught exclusively at the upper-division level. This 
hierarchy complicates the matter of evaluation. As the influential report Foreign 
Languages and Higher Education: New Structures for a Changed World issued by 
the Modern Language Association (MLA, 2007) acknowledged, it compartmental-
izes stakeholders through “a division between language and literature curricula, 
and between tenure-track literature professors on the one hand and language 
instructors in non-tenure-track positions on the other” (p. 236). Although the 
curriculum is actually more fluid than this paradigm suggests (Levine, Melin, 
Crane, Chavez, & Lovik, 2008), because students (majors and non-majors alike) 

5 See “From Excellence to Distinction: A Strategic Plan for the College of Liberal Arts” (2007), 
http://z.umn.edu/clastratplan. The CLA has a standing committee to address language education 
issues (the Committee on Second Language Education, or ComSLE) and had convened two special 
committees (2008–2010) to study the role of languages in the educational mission of the college.
6 Elucidating the institutional constraints (and summarizing McAlpine & Dhonau, 2007), committee 
member Elaine Tarone (2013) points out that at many universities “the foreign language department 
responsible for teaching language, linguistics, literature, and culture is usually housed in a college of 
liberal arts, while the college of education provides instruction on pedagogy, curriculum, assessment, 
and rules and regulations governing K–12 schooling” (p. 528).
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experience difficulty in moving across this boundary, it is a matter of concern with 
respect to program evaluation.

Program Evaluation as Quality Control
Beyond concerns about the language major, however, we realized that incremental 
alignment of intended results with the educational options that exist for all learn-
ers (i.e., general education student learning outcomes [SLOs]) would improve the 
experience for all stakeholders (students, teachers, departments, and administra-
tive interests alike). Program evaluation as a cyclical process, the “assessment 
loop” (Norris, 2006, p. 594), is key to the kind of quality control needed to assure 
such ongoing change in the educational system, because it functions “as a path 
towards program improvement, educational effectiveness, and perhaps survival 
of the language teaching profession” (Norris & Watanabe, 2013, p. 1). As Norris 
(2006) explains, “Without outcomes or with simplistic outcomes (e.g., behavioral 
objectives), who we are will not be well understood and what we do will not be 
valued to the extent that most of us would argue it should be” (p. 577).

With these considerations in mind, we now turn to the problem of creating a 
framework of outcomes objectives adequate to support the full scope of postsec-
ondary language education.

Alignment Between Intellectual Content in General 
Education and Foreign Language Study
One of the underlying dilemmas perplexing education reform is the intractable 
problem of aligning general educational objectives with objectives for language 
learning. Norris (2006) points to this problem in his discussion of SLOs, in which 
he acknowledges that while postsecondary FL programs promise that critical 
knowledge, language skills, and enlightened attitudes about language and culture 
will be developed by learners, such aspirations are rarely tied to concrete evidence 
of such achievement (p. 577). The remedy he proposes is greater attention to pro-
gram design in combination with evaluation, since “[b]y taking the program as 
a starting point, evaluation requires that SLOs be carefully articulated with the 
programmatic inputs and processes that constitute a well-conceived educational 
undertaking” (p. 581).

In a white paper response to the Teagle Foundation, the MLA (2009) articu-
lated the centrality of language and literature to liberal arts education, pointing 
to the contributions the study of language makes to critical thinking skills, the 
significance languages have in our globalized world, and the integrative nature of 
such FL majors. While many of the values expressed in that document translate 
well into general liberal education SLOs, what is conspicuously absent is acknowl-
edgment of the tangible relationship between these objectives and the achieve-
ment levels for FL learners. The skills, competences, and understanding that are 
at the heart of an undergraduate education build over time (Keeling & Hersh, 
2011). In the same way, translingual and transcultural competence develop 
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gradually throughout the undergraduate experience. Rather than treating these 
areas as separate spheres, we chose to view students’ development as an integrated 
whole, with the FL learning experience as a component of this whole.

In considering how best to develop a concept for iterative program evaluation 
based on FL-appropriate SLOs at the University of Minnesota, we thought it best 
to align our language programs both with the linguistic competency-based ACTFL 
Proficiency Guidelines as well as with the more inclusive and expansive content-
oriented National Standards. While the emphasis on proficiency and communi-
cative competence is indeed valuable and provides learners with the ability to 
negotiate for meaning and to communicate in very practical ways, there has been 
criticism over time that an exclusive orientation on “communicative” language 
teaching and learning, while useful, runs the risk of neglecting the intellectual 
analytical aspect of language and culture and may even perpetuate “self-referen-
tial notions of the other language and culture” (Byrnes, 2006, p. 244).

By learning an FL, the student develops the ability to think and experience 
the world firsthand through a different idiom. While retaining his or her own 
identity, the individual nevertheless has an opportunity to experience the world 
as others see it, to examine unfamiliar practices and products, and to experience a 
variety of perspectives through that idiom. If liberal education is open ended, pro-
viding students with ways and means of existing meaningfully as global citizens 
in the 21st century, so too is the process of SLA. Students can continue to develop 
their language abilities beyond graduation, applying their linguistic competences 
and cultural understanding to new circumstances, whether they be academic or 
personal, continuing learning throughout their lives.

In order to function as a valid part of the undergraduate curriculum, to con-
tribute to the essential learning outcomes, courses in a language program need to 
address the intellect and carry the same academic weight as any other course at 
the undergraduate level (Swaffar, 2006). ACTFL’s National Standards are helpful in 
demonstrating the integrative intellectual potential of language courses. With a fo-
cus on the three modes of Communication, the three Ps (Products, Practices, and 
Perspectives) of Cultures, the critical thinking inherent in Comparisons (of cul-
tures and languages), the Connections to academic disciplinary content, and the 
push toward lifelong learning inherent in the Communities standard, the five Cs 
fit very nicely within the framework of an undergraduate liberal education. Indeed, 
we found that the standards mapped well with the seven general SLOs meant for all 
undergraduate students at the University of Minnesota (http://www.slo.umn.edu/):

•	 Can identify, define, and solve problems.
•	 Can locate and critically evaluate information.
•	 Have mastered a body of knowledge and a mode of inquiry.
•	 Understand diverse philosophies and cultures within and across 

societies.
•	 Can communicate effectively.
•	 Understand the role of creativity, innovation, discovery, and expression 

across disciplines.
•	 Have acquired skills for effective citizenship and life-long learning.
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Many of these goals resemble those encountered in other educational settings; 
thus, colleagues considering curriculum reform may find it a salutary practice to 
research home institution practices and adopt a similar standards-based design to 
link those objectives explicitly to FL learning goals.

To put our programs within the national context, however, we opted to place 
the language programs from the first-semester course through the major within 
the larger context of goals for liberal education as articulated by the American 
Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U). The LEAP (Liberal Education 
and America’s Promise) Essential Learning Outcomes identify four major areas 
for intellectual development at the undergraduate level: (a) knowledge of hu-
man cultures and the physical and natural world, (b) intellectual and practical 
skills, (c) personal and social responsibility, and (d) integrative and applied learn-
ing (http: //www.aacu.org/leap/vision.cfm). As such, they provide a framework for 
illuminating the academic and intellectual focus of the coursework throughout 
the language/literature/cultural studies curriculum. The VALUES rubrics devel-
oped to address these areas articulate stages of intellectual development along a 
continuum.7 Such a continuum also reflects indirectly the developmental nature 
of SLA and can be mapped to areas in the curriculum where we might address 
specific aspects of intellectual development while simultaneously focusing on the 
development of language competence. Consistent with the description of liberal 
education in the 21st century published by the AAC&U (2007), content-based 
courses throughout the language curriculum “emphasize the essential learning 
outcomes” (p. 18) and do so at “successively higher levels” with “progressively 
more challenging problems, projects, and standards of performance” (p. 3). Acqui-
sition of a second language thus takes place at the same time that students engage 
with content and encounter new concepts, ideas, and perspectives.

In setting up our framework, we identified four major areas of essential learn-
ing outcomes and mapped them against the three modes of Communication as 
identified in the ACTFL National Standards, as shown in Table 6-1.8 Accordingly, 
we defined each area as it might be addressed in each communicative mode, simi-
lar to the definition of each VALUE rubric.

Once we had established this basic framework, we then proposed specific (lim-
ited) descriptors in line with the VALUE rubrics to identify SLOs at two points in 
the language curriculum: at the end of fourth semester (the extent of the CLA lan-
guage requirement) and at the completion of a major. We developed SLOs (see the 
appendix) for Tier 1 and 2 languages on the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) scale 
(e.g., Danish, Dutch, French, German, Italian, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish, 
Swedish) as well as for Tier 3 and 4 languages (e.g., Arabic, Chinese, Finnish, mod-
ern Hebrew, Hindi, Hmong, Japanese, Korean, Russian, Somali, Swahili). For Tier 
1 and 2 languages, the Defense Language Institute has established expectations 

7 The VALUES rubrics are accessible in PDF form from http://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics/index_p.cfm
?CFID=16991530&CFTOKEN=94832631.
8 The ACTFL National Standards for Foreign Language Learning are accessible at http://www.actfl.org 
/sites/default/files/StandardsforFLLexecsumm_rev.pdf. 
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(correlated with the FSI language difficulty scale) that 575–750 hours are needed 
to achieve working proficiency; for Tier 3 and 4 languages, the range is 750–2,200 
hours. The language requirement proficiency expectations for CLA students were 
set to correspond to a proficiency level achievable after four semesters of study.

Students should expect to achieve increasing levels of linguistic complex-
ity, accuracy, and fluency in the language each year as a result of instructional 
support and feedback while developing three areas of functional communicative 
competence. For example, with respect to interpretive competence, after four se-
mesters of study of a Tier 1 or 2 language, students are “able to understand ex-
tended discourse on a variety of familiar and some unfamiliar topics and many 
different types of texts that contain unfamiliar vocabulary” (see the appendix), in-
cluding the ability to

•	 Conduct research on a limited topic, locating and evaluating sources;
•	 Differentiate among a variety of genre types;
•	 Identify main topics in authentic multimedia;
•	 Apply disciplinary knowledge from at least one academic area to inter-

preting texts.

After four years of study, majors in Tier 1 or 2 languages should be “able to under-
stand extended speech and lectures in their disciplinary or interdisciplinary area 
of study, even when somewhat complicated. They can comprehend lengthy, com-
plex texts and recognize some literary and technical styles” (see the appendix). 
Furthermore, they should be able to

•	 Conduct research on topics of interest, locating and evaluating target 
language (TL) and pertinent English language sources (primary and 
secondary works), applying analysis, critical thinking, and information 
literacy to this inquiry;

•	 Differentiate among genre types encountered in the TL culture (rang-
ing from everyday text and electronic communication to encyclopedic, 
literary, and academic language samples), critically analyze and articu-
late important differences among these text types, and productively use 
their discourse styles in fulfilling real-world and academic tasks;

•	 Engage in sustained textual thinking evidenced by the ability to identify 
the main topics and secondary points present in a broad range of com-
municative expression (including written, verbal, and visual);

•	 Investigate TL texts, presentations, and other forms of expression on 
topics of personal or public interest, and read them in terms of rele-
vance to L1 community discussions.

In addition to specifying the learning outcomes for interpretive competence, SLOs 
were proposed for the interpersonal and presentational modes after four semesters 
of study and for majors after four years of study (see the appendix). These SLOs pro-
vide a starting point for discussion, and our expectation is that they will be modified 
as faculty members in different language departments consider their correlation 
with specific programmatic expectations. In the academic year that followed the 
work described here (2013–2014), the SLOs were presented and discussed broadly 
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in collegiate and departmental meetings. In this way they became a road map for 
further educational policy measures and a focal point for professional development 
opportunities for instructors offered by the Language Center.

Systematic and Longitudinal Evaluation of Outcomes
This synthesis of the LEAP framework with the ACTFL National Standards yielded 
a framework that could be used to address intellectual values and language liter-
acy objectives for learners simultaneously, thus supporting efforts to improve cur-
ricular and instructional alignment. It also supplied an instrument for program 
evaluation, since it established aspirational levels of achievement within courses 
in the major that have programmatic implications. Research suggests that goal 
setting itself, even without elaborate formal mechanisms for evaluative control, 
has a salutary effect on levels of student achievement (Moeller, Theiler, & Wu, 
2012). Given our past experience with the LPE, specifically the drop in scores once 
the exam was no longer required, it is clear that such systematic and longitudinal 
evaluation of outcomes is essential to determine whether the SLOs, once defined 
by language departments, are being met. While our university has significant 
experience assessing students’ language proficiency at the end of two and four 
semesters of language study, we have not yet begun to systematically assess the 
language proficiency of majors. It was thus our hope that outcomes focused on in-
tellectual development within the broader goals of the liberal arts would respond 
to the clear need for such an evaluative mechanism and complement other efforts 
to improve the educational experience.

A Model for the Development, Implementation, and Assessment  
of Learning Outcomes for Majors: Writing Enhanced Curriculum
One step toward the development of SLOs for majors and their assessment was 
begun in 2008, well in advance of the new framework, by the Department of 
Spanish and Portuguese Studies, which is a participant in the university-wide 
Writing-Enhanced Curriculum (WEC) project. The WEC project is founded on the 
following five principles (http://wec.umn.edu/index.html):

1. � Writing can be flexibly defined as an articulation of thinking, an act 
of choosing among an array of modes or forms, only some of which 
involve words.

2. � Writing ability is continually developed rather than mastered.
3. � Because writing is instrumental to learning, it follows that writing in-

struction is the shared responsibility of content experts in all academic 
disciplines.

4. � The incorporation of writing into content instruction can be most 
meaningfully achieved when those who teach are provided multiple op-
portunities to articulate, interrogate, and communicate their assump-
tions and expectations.

5. � Those who infuse writing instruction into their teaching require support.
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Although their focus is strictly on writing development, the five principles also 
relate to language development more broadly and make it clear that the responsi-
bility for students’ writing development—like their language development more 
generally—lies with content experts. Through this project, faculty were led by 
writing experts to define discipline-specific writing characteristics, the desired 
writing abilities of majors, the integration of writing into the unit’s undergraduate 
curriculum, the assessment of student writing in courses, and the ways that the 
department’s Writing Plan addresses the University of Minnesota’s SLOs. Because 
the Department of Spanish and Portuguese Studies requires that majors take a 
capstone course in which students produce a senior thesis written in Spanish, 
it was decided to use backward design to determine how writing instruction 
should evolve over the entire curriculum (cf. Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), from 
the first-semester course through the major, culminating in the capstone semi-
nar. The faculty, with whom the ACTFL–LEAP framework has now been shared, 
have developed a Chart of Desired Writing Abilities for different courses or course 
levels. For example, upon graduation, majors should be able to

•	 Write a research paper (develop a research question, design bibliogra-
phy, revise first draft);

•	 Develop an interpretation of a cultural, literary, or linguistic object of 
study;

•	 Adopt a critical and analytical, not personal or expository, position;
•	 Identify appropriate primary and secondary sources for literary, cul-

tural, or linguistic research;
•	 Provide concrete examples to support interpretation;
•	 Smoothly integrate textual evidence from sources to support 

interpretation;
•	 Synthesize existing critical readings on an object of study;
•	 Identify and use rhetorical organization appropriate to the discipline;
•	 Apply correct grammar, spelling, and mechanics appropriate for 

advanced academic discourse;
•	 Use vocabulary appropriate for cultural, literary, or linguistic analysis;
•	 Cite and use bibliography following appropriate MLA, APA, or LSA 

guidelines.

These desired writing abilities are coherent with, but more detailed than, the 
descriptor specific to writing (i.e., the first bullet point under what students of 
Tier 1 and 2 languages should be able to do after four years of study) proposed 
by the SLA Working Group. They reflect the input of tenure-line faculty with 
specializations in literary/cultural studies or linguistics, who regularly teach 
the senior seminar. In regards to assessment, a random selection of completed 
senior theses will be evaluated by a team of three faculty members from both 
the Department of Spanish and Portuguese Studies and an outside department, 
to determine whether the SLOs are being met and what, if any, adjustments 
will need to be made in the writing curriculum, particularly in upper-division 
courses, for students to receive adequate preparation and successfully meet the 
SLOs. This assessment will be ongoing and will be guided by experts in writing 
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assessment. This initiative, which is funded by the provost’s office, precedes the 
SLA Working Group report by several years, and although it is focused solely 
on students’ writing development, it provides a model for effective collabora-
tion between content experts and writing/language specialists in the definition 
and subsequent assessment of SLOs, which allows for faculty-driven curriculum 
change.

Next Steps for All Language Departments
To begin the process of systematic and longitudinal evaluation of outcomes 
across all language departments, the dean’s office subsequently called a 
meeting of department chairs, directors of undergraduate studies, and lan-
guage program directors and initiated several other measures recommended 
in the SLA Working Group report. The purpose of that meeting was to help 
resolve any questions around these issues, to share ideas across departments, 
and to identify if/how the college, including the Language Center, can help 
in this process. The immediate objectives for departments were defined as 
follows:

1. � Establish a baseline for students that will indicate their current level 
of language proficiency. This might mean, for example, requiring all 
fourth-semester students to take the LPE as well as testing a represen-
tative sample of language majors, perhaps with tools available through 
ACTFL (OPI, Written Proficiency Test, etc.), to identify what majors are 
capable of at this point. Since the LPE, like the WEC-based Chart of 
Desired Writing Abilities, was developed prior to development of the 
SLO framework, cross-comparison of this assessment with the newly 
defined learning objectives will be necessary.

2. � Identify language and content goals for majors, minors, and students 
fulfilling the CLA language requirement. This will include, but not be 
limited to, linguistic proficiency in a variety of forms as well as larger 
undergraduate liberal arts objectives. Departments may take the ob-
jectives listed in the SLA Working Group report described earlier as a 
starting point or may develop their own. In addition, departments are 
expected to identify specific parts of the curriculum where these objec-
tives are addressed and with support from the CLA develop a way to 
determine whether students are meeting these goals.

It was clear to participants that if these goals are to be attainable, faculty in the 
language departments must see benefits in defining SLOs and carrying out sys-
tematic evaluation; in short, there must be faculty buy-in. In addition, depart-
ments must receive support similar to that offered by the WEC program, which 
provides experts in writing assessment and pedagogy to assist departments not 
only in defining SLOs but also in measuring them. The support of writing experts 
is essential to the success of this project as most faculty members do not have 
expertise in writing pedagogy. In a similar manner, the input and oversight of SLA 
experts is important to the improvement of FL program efficacy and is an issue 
that we expand on in the following section.
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Program Oversight with Input from SLA Experts 
and Involvement of Stakeholders
As the committee considered ways to insure the successful implementation of our 
recommendations, we concluded that all of the following elements were needed: 
(a) internally driven evaluation, as defined by Norris and Watanabe (2013), with 
participation by all stakeholders; (b) SLA and assessment expertise in carrying out 
useful program evaluation; (c) an oversight entity to guide assessment and curric-
ular design and development; and (d) institutional support in all these endeavors. 
We now elaborate on each of these elements.

While the framework we have described will allow for continuous program 
evaluation and improvement, the participation of all stakeholders in the educa-
tional process will be critical if long-term incremental refinement is to occur. 
Norris and Watanabe (2013) contrast managerial modes of evaluation with those 
that are internally driven. Noting the ability of the latter to sustain long-term, 
continuous change, they outline five salient characteristics that serve to make 
contemporary evaluation effective: (a) the emphasis on the collaborative participa-
tion of all stakeholders, (b) the connection between users and uses of evaluation, 
(c) multiple cycles of evaluation, (d) the use of more precise and differentiated 
data collection methodologies, and (e) the commitment to longitudinal evalua-
tion (p. 4). During this phase, language department faculty (both tenure-line and 
non-tenure-line) will discuss and likely modify the proposed framework, but our 
hope is that it will ultimately be adopted and evaluation will be ongoing.

To carry out evaluation successfully, the committee emphasized the centrality 
of data-based curriculum design and management that rely on SLA research and 
expertise, which is in line with the most important discussions of how to reform the 
undergraduate curriculum (Byrnes, 1998; Byrnes et al., 2010; MLA, 2007; Paesani &  
Allen, 2012; Swaffar & Arens, 2005). Such an ambitious agenda as the committee 
proposed cannot be carried out in the absence of faculty with SLA expertise (at re-
search universities, where scale increases the complexity of the evaluation process) 
or in other settings without dedicated institutional support for such work. In FL 
departments, where they often manage the bulk of student enrollments via lan-
guage courses, SLA experts, who are attuned to national discussions about educa-
tional reform and open to dialogue with colleagues, productively collaborate with 
other faculty members to improve the curriculum in ways that enhance learning 
outcomes at both the lower- and upper-division levels. With keen awareness of the 
ecology of their own departments and SLA research, they can make departments 
aware of current trends, recommend suitable learning outcomes objectives, and 
help plan forms of assessment that measure the efficacy of educational change.

To advance the agenda implied by the framework described earlier in text, we 
thus recommended to our institution that multiple tenure-line applied linguists 
be hired, if possible, with tenure or close to that professional stage: four with com-
plementary areas of expertise in SLA and one with specific expertise in language 
assessment. In 2013–2014 the college approved one such hire. While it is not clear 
whether further hires will be authorized in the immediate future, the commit-
tee agreed that they were necessary to support research quality and continuity 
and investment in the agenda. In order to focus programmatic efforts to improve 
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student proficiency, our colleagues—faculty, professional adjunct instructors, and 
graduate students—need the guidance of such experts who are actively engaged 
in research related to adult learning and FLs. To respond to current expectations 
regarding educational accountability, it was concluded that, optimally, an applied 
linguist with expertise in language assessment should be hired. Whom to assess, 
when, in what form, and to what extent are all questions that such an expert will 
be able to help departments address in order to support development of evidence-
based evaluations of SLOs.

The Agenda for Change
Identifying program goals, articulating learning objectives, and addressing student 
learning needs are tasks that need not be restricted to one individual department/
program. General issues of language proficiency and cultural awareness span 
the various language programs throughout the college. Minimally, for example, 
graduate teaching assistants (TAs), in the context of a common methods semi-
nar or multilanguage curriculum design course, could be engaged in an exercise 
to write rubrics for learning outcomes based on program goals and the National 
Standards. Our recommendation for tenure-line applied linguists does not involve 
assigning an individual to each of four major language departments, but rather to 
identify areas that apply to research in SLA across the board, which can benefit all 
four major departments. To guide the program analysis and revision, we therefore 
also recommended the establishment of a body to facilitate collaboration across 
language programs, to provide a home for applied linguists, and to participate in 
the process of assessment and programmatic change. This body would be a nexus 
for innovative curriculum, instruction, assessment, and research across existing 
language programs in the college. It would foster dialogue among language pro-
grams to enhance coordinated, strategic planning for language development. The 
synergy created by such an arrangement would provide a context for continu-
ous work on the curriculum, support for departments as they prepare to change 
course offerings, and attention to the needs of students throughout the college. 
It would have the capability to set strategic priorities to determine how to meet 
the language needs of students in the college, as well as the capacity to oversee 
an interdisciplinary, cross-departmental, and cross-college research community 
that includes all SLA faculty at the University of Minnesota. In collaboration with 
other units at the university, the group could identify research needs and funding 
sources, and support grant-seeking applications for research and grant adminis-
tration through a process affirming faculty buy-in for initiatives, rather than top-
down managerial modes of evaluation and curriculum steering.

Together with attention to program goals and SLOs, this body would facili-
tate professional development opportunities for language instructors throughout 
the college, including graduate TAs. A professional development program might 
lead to a certificate in second language teaching, for example. The group might 
also be responsible for collaborating with the Learning Abroad Center on cam-
pus and with student services to provide language living–learning communities so 
students have an opportunity to further their use of the target language outside 
of class.
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As noted earlier in text, such an oversight group cannot be external to the 
departments and programs that it oversees. Rather, the makeup of the group 
needs to include stakeholders from representative departments, including faculty 
and instructors who span the curriculum from the introductory language course 
through the major capstone course. It was our hope that these stakeholders would 
begin the discussion in the 2013–2014 academic year, particularly the process of 
determining student outcomes, identifying where they are addressed in the curric-
ulum, and devising ways to assess whether they are being met. This work was, in 
fact, begun under the auspices of a restructured Committee on Second Language 
Education (ComSLE), which has enabled broader participation of SLA experts and 
closer consultation with the college administration. Pilot initiatives in Spanish 
and other languages have, for example, begun to articulate specific learning out-
comes (in the form of can-do statements) that can be adapted to other languages.

Conclusions/Recommendations

Since the publication of the 2007 MLA report, FL departments and programs have 
begun to work to transform the curriculum, recognizing the imperative to cul-
tivate translingual and transcultural competence as an educational objective. At 
the same time, the profession as a whole has become concerned about raising 
the levels of achievement expected of majors and all students in our programs. 
Research will be needed to document specific markers of linguistic complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency achieved by majors and minors of each language using this 
curriculum. Still in the early stages, our process will undoubtedly impact faculty 
training, administrative concerns, students’ performance, and many other dimen-
sions of education. However, the starting point for evaluating programs should be 
a clear framework of intellectual and linguistic outcomes, for these may serve as 
objectives toward which individual students can strive, reference points for the 
redesign of the curriculum, and guidelines for the coordination of expectations 
across departments, programs, and the profession. At the very least, orienting our 
programs to larger educational objectives makes FLs more relevant and central to 
21st-century higher education.

Appendix

Two-Year and Four-Year Student Learning Outcomes in Language Learning

Tier 1 & 2 Languages (LPE available for the following languages: Danish, 
Dutch, French, German, Italian, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish, Swedish)

I. Student language learning outcomes after four semesters of study
Interpretive Competence (Understand and interpret written and spoken lan-
guage on a variety of topics):

At this level students are able to understand extended discourse on a variety of 
familiar and some unfamiliar topics and many different types of texts that contain 
unfamiliar vocabulary. (By “text” we mean any medium of communication: written, 
oral, or visual). The following list is intended to be exemplary and not exhaustive.
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•	 Can conduct research on a limited topic, locating and evaluating sources.
•	 Can differentiate among a variety of genre types.
•	 Can identify main topics in authentic multimedia.
•	 Can apply disciplinary knowledge from at least one academic area to 

interpreting texts.

Interpersonal Competence (Engage in conversations, provide and obtain infor-
mation, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions):

At this level students are able to state their own views and begin and carry on 
conversations, oral or written, on a variety of familiar topics and in uncomplicated 
situations. Control of structures and vocabulary is limited. They can understand 
and be understood by proficient persons used to dealing with non-native speakers.

•	 Can initiate, maintain, and bring to a close a conversation on topics 
of personal interest.

•	 Can demonstrate an awareness of cultural expectations.
•	 Can negotiate for meaning with a partner.
•	 Can express own viewpoint and elicit those of others.
•	 Can collaborate with others to complete a project.

Presentational Competence (Present information, concepts, and ideas to an au-
dience of listeners or readers on a variety of topics):

At this level students are able to connect sentences to describe experiences, events 
and opinions, narrate a story and make simple factual presentations. They can sum-
marize, describe or explain familiar topics and support their view with some details.

•	 Can collect information to organize and create a presentation illus-
trating a clear point of view, clearly linked to supporting information.

•	 Can produce a short narrative that demonstrates a point of view.
•	 Can speak for five minutes on a topic of interest without interruption 

using notes.
•	 Can create a short analysis of a text supported by evidence in the text.

II. Student Learning Outcomes for Majors after Four Years of Study
Communication:
Interpretive Competence (Understand and interpret written and spoken language 
on a variety of topics):

At this level students are able to understand extended speech and lectures in their disci-
plinary or interdisciplinary area of study, even when somewhat complicated. They can 
comprehend lengthy, complex texts and recognize some literary and technical styles.

•	 Can conduct research on topics of interest, locating and evaluating 
target language (TL) and pertinent English language sources (pri-
mary and secondary works), applying analysis, critical thinking, and 
information literacy to this inquiry.

•	 Can differentiate among genre types encountered in the TL culture (rang-
ing from every day text and electronic communication to encyclopedic, 
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literary and academic language samples), critically analyze and articulate 
important differences among these text types, and productively use their 
discourse styles in fulfilling real world and academic tasks.

•	 Can engage in sustained textual thinking evidenced by the ability to 
identify the main topics and secondary points present in a broad range 
of communicative expression (including written, verbal, and visual).

•	 Can investigate TL texts, presentations, and other forms of expres-
sion on topics of personal or public interest and read them in terms 
of relevance to L1 community discussions.

Interpersonal Competence (Engage in conversations, provide and obtain infor-
mation, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions):

At this level students are able to express themselves on a range of familiar topics, 
particularly those related to their area of academic study. They can link ideas in 
extended discussions

•	 Can initiate and conduct extended conversations in the TL on topics 
of personal, public, and academic interest.

•	 Can negotiate an appropriate range of interlocutory registers appro-
priate for interactions with peers, as well as in real world and aca-
demic settings.

•	 Can express own viewpoint, elicit those of others, and mediate the 
negotiation of different perspectives.

•	 Can collaborate with others in completing extended TL projects.

Presentational Competence (Present information, concepts, and ideas to an au-
dience of listeners or readers on a variety of topics):

At this level students are able to present a viewpoint on an issue and support their 
opinions in speaking and can express ideas related to their area of study in clear, 
organized texts, writing primarily for an academic audience.

•	 Can assemble information and materials in an organized TL presen-
tation that communicates clearly, analyzes divergent perspectives on 
the chosen topic, and documents the use of sources and supporting 
evidence for the presentation.

•	 Can present materials using a range of genres and appropriate dis-
course modes (e.g., chronologies, written narratives, diagrams), in-
cluding in spoken format without support of notes.

•	 Can demonstrate academically appropriate and ethically responsible 
use of sources and materials, including through paraphrase of cites 
sources in own words, and transfer this knowledge to real world pre-
sentational contexts.

•	 Can synthesize TL and L1 knowledge (interdisciplinary and disciplinary per-
spectives) and present the results of this analysis in an extended academic 
paper, e.g. an essay for a capstone course or major project seminar, with the 
assignment written in either the L1 or TL, with differentiated expectations 
applied relative to the distinctions between those types of work.
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Tier 3 & 4 Languages (LPE available for the following languages: Arabic, 
Chinese, Finnish, modern Hebrew, Hindi, Hmong, Japanese, Russian; in 
development: Korean, Somali, Swahili)9

I. Student language learning outcomes after four semesters of study
At this level students are able to comprehend and produce created language (sen-
tences and strings of sentences) and deal with everyday courtesy requirements 
and topics related to self and the immediate environment in some informal and 
transactional settings. When listening or reading, students can comprehend sym-
pathetic speakers or writers using created language. When speaking or writing, 
users functioning within this stage are intelligible to sympathetic listeners or 
readers when using created language.

Interpretive Competence
At this level students are able to understand and interpret written and spoken lan-
guage on a variety of topics. Students can understand and interpret written and 
oral texts from a number of content areas related to their immediate environment 
as well as that of the target language community.

•	 Can identify main ideas and supporting details of oral written texts 
on a broader range of personal and social needs.

•	 Can understand texts that convey basic information such as that found 
in announcements, notices and online bulletin boards and forums.

•	 Can recognize and identify key features and format of various types of 
authentic texts (e.g. newspaper, travel advertisements, traffic reports, 
maps, e-shopping sites, journals, restaurant websites, emails).

•	 Can demonstrate full awareness and compare the ways of expressing 
respect in the target language depending on age and social status dif-
ferences (i.e. speech styles, honorifics, humble expressions, address-
ing terms).

Interpersonal Competence
At this level students are able to engage in conversations, provide and obtain in-
formation, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions. Students de-
velop the ability to interact with their peers and speakers of target language on a 
variety of topics with growing complexity.

•	 Can describe and comment with elaboration on people, events, activi-
ties and immediate surroundings (e.g. physical appearance, emotions 
and desires, travel/vacation plans, time schedules, past events, par-
ties and school events, ingredients and flavors of food, simple recipes, 
birthday celebrations, class information, weather and seasons, house 
and interiors).

•	 Can extend and accept invitations and requests in a socio-culturally 
appropriate manner.

9 The student learning outcomes for Tier 3 and 4 languages were developed by Hangtae Cho, director 
of Korean language instruction in the Department of Asian Languages and Literatures.
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•	 Can initiate, sustain and close conversations related to a variety of 
uncomplicated contexts (e.g. asking for and giving directions, talking 
about dining and shopping experiences, organizing party and commu-
nity-related events, discussing pastimes and ways to alleviate stress).

•	 Can narrate personal stories, memorable occasions and simple stories 
about unexpected events such as car accident and illness.

•	 Can exchange information and opinions, and negotiate some com-
plex situations with native speakers of target language.

Presentational Competence
At this level students are able to present information, concepts, and ideas to an 
audience of listeners or readers on a variety of topics. Students can present infor-
mation, concepts and ideas both in oral and written forms to an audience of target 
language on a variety of familiar topics and content areas of focus.

•	 Can present prepared description or narration of various topics such as cur-
rent events and popular culture individually, using notes and visual aids.

•	 Can ask and answer questions on his/her own presentation topics in a 
spontaneous fashion.

•	 Can write descriptive compositions or reports about various topics, 
incorporating simple transitional words and various connectives (e.g. per-
sonal letter, academic or professional inquiries, recipes, journal entries).

•	 Can demonstrate the ability to paraphrase when discussing oral and 
written presentations.

•	 Can demonstrate good control of basic elements of presentational language.

II. Student Learning Outcomes for Majors after Four Years of Study
Interpretive Competence
At this level students understand and interpret written and spoken language on a 
variety of topics. Students at this level will show increasing ability to understand 
and interpret a variety of written, oral and visual information on a variety of gen-
eral interest topics including cultural, political, social and academic or profes-
sional issues related to target language.

•	 Can understand conventional narrative and descriptive texts, such as 
expanded descriptions of persons, places, and things, and narrations 
about present, past, and future events.

•	 Can understand the main facts and many supporting details.
•	 Can derive some meaning from texts at higher levels if they possess 

significant familiarity with the topic or context.
•	 Can comprehend language on a range of topics of general interest.
•	 Can identify nuance and tones in some of oral and written texts.

Interpersonal Competence
At this level students are able to engage in conversations, provide and obtain 
information, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions. Students in 
Fourth year will continue to develop the ability to interact with peers and speakers 
of the language in a range of context, both academic and professional. Students 
begin to express opinions, develop their arguments and share their views through 
both oral and written discussion.
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•	 Can exchange on a variety of concrete topics relating to work, school, 
home, and leisure activities, as well as topics relating to events of 
current, public, and personal interest or individual relevance.

•	 Can narrate and describe in the present, past, and future by providing 
a full account, with good control of aspect.

•	 Can compare and contrast in cohesive paragraphs.
•	 Can control basic structures and generic vocabulary.
•	 Can use communicative strategies such as rephrasing and 

circumlocution.

Presentational Competence
At this level students are able to present information, concepts, and ideas to an 
audience of listeners or readers on a variety of topics. Students will be able to 
present to an audience orally and in written form, on topics of general interests 
including cultural, political social and academic or professional issues related to 
target community.

•	 Can narrate and describe in the major time frames of past, present, 
and future, using paraphrasing and elaboration to provide clarity and 
detail.

•	 Can write summaries and reports of factual topics of general 
interest.

•	 Can research and present information on a current events or global 
issue.

•	 Can deal with a social situation with an unexpected complication.
•	 Can handle writing or oral presentation tasks associated to the supe-

rior level, such as developing arguments and constructing hypothesis 
gradually.
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